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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
Theatre of the Absurd is the term used to describe dramatic produc-
tions which reflect current views of man's dilemma when he is faced with 
a world without a guiding principle, or any sense of order or purpose. 
Tom Stoppard's most important work includes elements from this movement. 
The purpose of this thesis will be to study the characters from his plays, 
especially the strategies they employ to contend with such a world. 
The term Theatre of the Absurd originated with Martin Esslin who 
traces the origin of the Absurdist movement to Albert Camus' Myth of 
Sisyphus, written during the Second World war. l In it Camus uses the 
term "absurdity" to describe the feeling of man in a world which cannot 
be explained by reasoning. For Camus the word "absurd" means more than 
"ridiculous" as in common usage; it means "purposeless," "senseless." 
The recognition that life is without purpose liberates man to live life 
to the maximum, according to Camus. Sisyphus, condemned by the gods to 
roll a rock ceaselessly to the top of a mountain is the absurd hero. He 
rises above his fate, and finds happiness in his struggle. 2 
Camus was presenting the philosophical argument of existentialism. 
Perhaps the best known of contemporary existentialists is Jean-Paul 
Sartre. He stated the substance of existentialist philosophy: God does 
not exist; therefore, man is alone on earth, without excuses for his con-
duct. He is "condemned to be free," and is responsible for all his 
actions. 3 
2 
Existentialist writers like Camus and Sartre have expressed their 
concerns about the irrationality of the human condition in traditionally 
constructed plays, with heroes who struggle heroically with the absurd 
world. In Sartre's The Flies Orestes murders his mother and her lover 
because they murdered his father, Agamemnon. By taking the responsibil-
ity for his act and refusing to bow before Zeus, he is left alone, a 
man free to pursue his own destiny. The Furies continue to torment him. 
4 Victor Cahn calls heroes like Orestes "tragic-heroic." 
Theatre of the Absurd expresses the same view of the irrationality 
of the human condition, but by presenting concrete images representing 
this concept, it attempts to integrate subject matter and form. For 
example, in Waiting for Godot, Samuel Beckett presents a pattern of 
poetic images to show his sense that nothing really happens in human 
existence. Two clowns pass the time waiting and hoping that something 
will happen. The motives and actions of the characters in Theatre of the 
Absurd are largely incomprehensible, making it impossible for the audi-
ence to closely identify with them. Since their actions and natures are 
mysterious, the audience does not see their point of view. 5 Rather than 
heroic figures, they are pathetic characters who muddle through life. 
Cahn calls this view of man "comic-pathetic.,,6 Both the situations and 
characters of Theatre of the Absurd frequently border on the farcical, 
yet the overall effect is quite serious since the plays deal with the 
bitter realities of an absurd universe. 
Many of Tom Stoppard's plays are of the type identified by Esslin 
as Theatre of the Absurd. All of his characters are the bewildered 
3 
victims of an irrational world. Stoppard usually treats their bewilder-
ment farcically. His wit, his love of puns, and his extensive use of 
parody are elements of his style. Julian Gitzen says, "The frequency of 
laughable situations in Stoppard's plays reflects a fertile comic imagi-
nation. u7 In fact, he often seems to be engaged in self-mockery. 
Stoppard also has a strong theatrical sense. He has been accused by 
critics like John Russell Taylor of theatricality at the expense of the 
8 development of ideas. His plots are cleverly constructed, though seem-
ingly episodic and aimless. For example, Jumpers begins and ends with 
scenes of apparent wild confusion. In both, a woman attempts to sing, 
acrobats form a human pyramid, and one of them is shot. During the play, 
George Moore wanders between his wife's bedroom and his study. By the 
conclusion of the play, all action has been explained logically. 
The characters in Tom Stoppard's plays bumble along, arousing amuse-
ment and pity in the audience in their search for an understanding of 
life's baffling problems. Because they lack self-awareness, they are un-
able to see how ridiculous and inadequate they are. They attempt to make 
sense out of a senseless world, to understand what is beyond the reach of 
human understanding, for without such understanding survival seems point-
less. They are not very successful in their search for meaning in life. 
In the end they remain ridiculous figures, isolated and uncomprehending, 
yet possessing some dignity for their attempts at understanding. 
Stoppard's characters adopt various strategies for contending with 
the absurd world in which they are trapped. In the second chapter of this 
thesis, I will discuss those characters from the major plays who, although 
4 
they do react to events which occur, are incapable of independent action. 
In the third chapter I will discuss those characters who actively strug-
gle to find meaning. They hope to rise above the meaninglessness of 
existence but their actions are ultimately futile. A fourth chapter will 
include some. discussion of representative radio, television, and one-act 
plays in which characters adopt strategies described in both Chapters 
Two and Three. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE MAJOR PLAYS 
Characters Incapable of Independent Action 
Tom Stoppard's characters are puzzled by a mysterious and threaten-
ing world. Since traditional beliefs no longer provide direction in life, 
some look for direction elsewhere, for in such direction lies the sur-
render of choice that removes responsibility, what Victor Cahn calls "the 
freedom of not being free. • 
This is the strategy of Rosencrantz and Gui1denstern, two minor char-
acters from Hamlet who become the main characters in Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern Are Dead (1966), Tom Stoppard's most notable work. The play 
won immediate acclaim when it first appeared. 10 Rosencrantz and Gui1den-
stern have been summoned and Gui1denstern concludes: "We have not 
been • • • picked out • • • simply to be abandoned • • • set loose to find 
our way •••• We are entitled to some direction."ll This is the cry of 
modern man left without a sense of direction in life and a strong sense 
of divine purpose. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern can only take life as it 
comes and hope to survive. C. J. Gianakaris calls this "the activist 
position to pick up the pieces of life and move forward as best as possi-
ble.,,12 The term activist in this context is misleading, as is Gianakaris' 
statement that "Rosencrantz and Gui1denstern wend their way through the 
story with resilient jauntiness. Rather, their position is that 
less optimistic approach to life described by Rosencrantz: "We drift down 
time, clutching at straws" (111.108). 
6 
The play opens with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern betting on tossed 
coins to pass the time while they wait, for what they do not know. Simi-
larities to Waiting for Godot are obvious in these passages. Guildenstern 
remembers the first moment when the action began. "A man • • • banged on 
the shutters ••• when he called we came" (1.39). They could not refuse 
a royal summons. Being old friends of Hamlet, they have been asked to 
"glean what afflicts him" (1.40). Rosencrantz reacts with panic, fore-
shadowing the final outcome: "I tell you it's all stopping to a death • 
it's all heading to a dead stop" (1.38). Gui1denstern looks at the bright 
side: "We are comparatively fortunate; we might have been left to sift the 
whole field of human nomenclature, like two blind men looting a bazaar for 
their own portraits" (1.39). Their task is not that impossible, Gui1den-
stern believes. At least they have been told what to do, what is expected 
of them. Guildenstern says, "At least we are presented with alterna-
tives •••• But not choice" (1.39). They had no choice in answering the 
summons of their king but they are able to pursue several methods of in-
quiry in determining what is troubling Hamlet. These include observing 
him, engaging him in conversation, and playing games with him. 
Gui1denstern recognizes that he and Rosencrantz can make decisions, 
and the final outcome will follow from those decisions. Like characters 
in Greek drama, Rosencrantz and Gui1denstern are not puppets in the hands 
of fate. The causes of action are found in their own motives and charac-
ter; thus are they "free." Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have not been 
deprived of free will, as Julian Gitzen claims, simply because they often 
look and sound like Shakespeare's Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and must 
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therefore play their roles as Shakespeare wrote them. 14 We can say of 
Stoppard's Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, despite their being bumbling and 
inadequate characters, what H. D. F. Kitto has said of the heroes of Greek 
tragedy, that "their destiny lay in themselves."lS Rosencrantz and Guild-
ens tern are programmed by their personalities to play their roles as they 
do. They feel trapped by events which overwhelm them and over which they 
have no control. As Guildenstern describes it, "We've been caught up. 
Your smallest action sets off another somewhere else, and is set off by 
it" (1.39). They attempt to struggle against events but are paralyzed 
by their own inadequacies. Their only recourse, their only strategy, is 
to "Tread warily, follow instructions •••• Till events have played them-
selves out" (1.40). 
For the moment, Guildenstern, always the more intelligent, more 
thoughtful of the two, is determinedly cheerful and seeking logical ex-
planations: "There's a logic at work--it's all done for you, don't worry. 
Enjoy it. Relax. To be taken in hand and led, like being a child 
again • it's like being given a prize • • ." (1. 40). The removal of 
choice removes responsibility and should remove anxiety, but it doesn't 
for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Guildenstern says, "What a fine perse-
cution--to be kept intrigued without ever being enlightened" (1.41). 
They playa game of questions which ends with "Where's it going to end? 
• What's the game? What are the rules?" (1.44). But no answers 
are provided. There are no logical explanations in an illogical world. 
More questions are asked when Rosencrantz and Guildenstern rehearse 
their interrogation of Hamlet. Guildenstern assumes Hamlet's role: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
Ros: 
Guil: 
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50--so your uncle is the king of Denmark?! 
And my father before him. 
His father before him? 
No, my father before him. 
But surely--
You might well ask. 
Let me get it straight. Your father was king. 
You were his only son. Your father dies. You 
are of age. Your uncle becomes king. 
Yes. 
Unorthodox. 
Undid me. 
Undeniable. Where were you? 
In Germany. 
Usurpation, then. 
He slipped in. 
Which reminds me. 
Well, it would. 
I don't want to be personal. 
It's common knowledge. 
Your mother's marriage. 
He slipped in. (1.49-50) 
This mock interrogation summarizes the situation at the court of Denmark. 
This time answers are given but their significance is lost on Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern, who remain bewildered. When they finally do play a game 
of questions with Hamlet offstage, he is declared the winner. As Rosen-
crantz puts it prophetically: "Re murdered us" (11.56). 
Once again Guildenstern describes the situation as he sees it, this 
time in a more ominous tone: "Wheels have been set in motion, and they 
have their own pace, to which we are • condemned" (II. 60) • Rosen-
crantz and Guildenstern have succeeded in partially blocking from their 
minds the threatening nature of their circumstances. Douglas Colby calls 
this "a defense mechanism that turns what would otherwise be a totally 
16 tragic exis tence into one that's half-tragic, half-comic." They resemble 
the person described by Guildenstern: "A Chinaman of the T'ang Dynasty--
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and, by which definition, a philosopher--dreamed he was a butterfly, 
and from that moment he was never quite sure that he was not a butter-
fly dreaming it was a Chinese philosopher" (II.60). Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern are like him, jumping from one stage of awareness to an-
other and never quite sure who they are. They are almost indistinguish-
able from one another and at various times in the pla~T their identities 
are interchanged by the king, by Hamlet and even by themselves. The 
Player (leader of the troupe that has come to entertain the king) tells 
them, "Uncertainty is the normal state. You're nobody special" (II. 66). 
It is the condition of all human beings adrift in an absurd world. The 
Player unconsciously ironically states his view of his role: "We're 
tragedians, you see. We follow directions--there is no choice involved" 
(11.80). This is the melancholy situation as Rosencrantz and Gui1denstern 
see it also. 
The possibility of freedom seems to exist for Rosencrantz and Guild-
ens tern throughout the first two acts. They move easily in and out of 
Hamlet and there is reason to believe they could continue to do so. At 
the end of Act II Rosencrantz says, ". • • anything could happen yet" 
(11.95). But early in Act III the freedom of the first two acts is 
shown to be illusory and all question of escape is removed. Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern discover that they are on a boat and they can't get off. 
At first Gui1denstern finds being on a boat pleasant; decisions 
don't have to be made: "You don't have to worry about which way to go, 
or whether to go at a1l--the question doesn't arise ••• " (111.100). 
He quickly realizes that precisely because of this they have reason to 
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fear, for he and Rosencrantz are on their way to England with Hamlet. 
Rosencrantz pulls himself together: "All right! We don't question, we 
don't doubt. We perform" (111.108). 
He and Guildenstern rehearse their arrival in England and open by 
mistake the letter they carry to the English king. According to Ronald 
Hayman, when they learn that Hamlet will be put to death at his arrival, 
they have discovered "an area oi freedom and responsibility.,,17 They are 
given an opportunity to make a choice, to decide whether or not to tell 
Hamlet, but they fail to take advantage of it. Their only concern is to 
escape unharmed. They do not choose to interfere but react in character 
and decide to do nothing; they decide not to act. They rationalize their 
responsibilities away, saying that "death comes to us all ••• it is a 
release from the burden of life • • • it would be presumptuous of us to 
interfere with the designs of fate ••• " (111.110). As Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern sleep, Hamlet, who has overheard all, emerges and ex-
changes the letter for one of his own. 
Then pirates attack and Hamlet disappears. It is Rosencrantz's turn 
to comfort a distraught Guildenstern. He has a simple solution: "Be 
happy--if you're not even happy what's so good about surviving? ••• We'll 
be all right. I suppose we just go on" (111.121). This has been their 
strategy all along. They discover that the letter they now carry sen-
tences them to death. They are incapable of destroying it; it gives 
direction. Guildenstern understands finally and seems to accept his death 
without question. He says, "Where we went wrong was getting on a boat. 
We can move, of course, change direction, rattle about, but our movement 
11 
is contained within a larger one that carries us along as inexorably 
as the wind and current" (111.122). This is the illusion that man main-
tains as he goes through life, that he has freedom of movement when all 
along he is trapped on a boat, which carries him to the inevitable ending. 
This realization provokes Guildenstern to what Helene Keyssar-Franke 
calls "his first and only personal act of the play: he attempts to kill 
18 the Player." He wishes to force him to experience the reality of death 
also. The dagger he uses is a stage prop and Guildenstern is forced to 
face the painfully ironic fact that his one attempt to act independently 
is futile. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern disappear from the stage, for 
as Guildenstern has defined death, "It's the absence of presence, nothing 
more • • ." (IlL 124) • He still believes up to the last moment, "There 
must have been a moment, at the beginning, where we could have said--no. 
But somehow we missed it" (IlL 125) • 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern's strategy has been to look for direc~ 
tion while hoping to survive. The fact that they do not survive this 
time is no cause for alarm, for as Guildenstern puts it, "Well, we'll 
know better next time" (111.126). Gianakaris says that they "take comfort 
in believing that possibly in another context they might achieve a more 
desirable end" since they seem to have escaped that end which Shakespeare 
19 
envisioned for them. The ironyls that things will not be better next 
time; Rosencrantz and Guildenstern will respond in the same way to events 
as they happen because they are incapable of doing anything else. 
Like Rosencrantz and Gui1denstern, drama critics Moon and Birdboot 
of The Real Inspector Hound (1968) become involved in action which 
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overwhelms them when they react to events in a play they are observing. 
They assume roles within the detective story they are watching. This is 
their strategy for giving meaning to their lives. Birdboot goes on stage 
to answer the phone between acts and remains to play the part of Simon who 
has been shot during the first act. When Birdboot is shot, Moon attempts 
to discover who shot Birdboot. He assumes the role of Inspector Hound 
and at the end of the play is himself shot by the real Inspector Hound. 
In The Real Inspector Hound Stoppard satirizes drama critics and the 
detective story genre. Andrew Kennedy calls it "a comedy of juxtaposition, 
where in the end one false world merges into another: the stupid thriller 
and the stupid critic interact to engender a brilliant piece. 1I20 Under-
neath the cpnventional detective story, which constitutes a kind of frame-
work for the larger play, are implications about the nature of reality, 
the problem of identity and the threatening nature of the outside world. 
On the surface, the play Moon and Birdboot are observing is a farci-
cal parody, a burlesque of a typical murder mystery. A madman is roaming 
the swamps near Muldoon Manor where Lady Muldoon entertains house guests. 
Lord Albert Muldoon has disappeared ten years before, but his half-brother 
Magnus still lives at Muldoon Manor. A dead body lies in the drawing room, 
while Simon, the mysterious stranger, wanders in and out. Brian Crossley 
21 
notes that the play parallels Agatha Christie's The Mousetrap. Both 
Moon and Birdboot attempt to solve the mystery, and in doing so lose their 
own lives. 
Moon and Birdboot are dissatisfied with the roles they have been play-
ing in real life, Moon as second-string critic and Birdboot as devoted 
13 
family man. When they are offered new roles within a play they are ob-
serving, they eagerly accept, seeing an opportunity to escape the old and 
give their lives the significance they have been lacking thus far. 
Moon is dissatisfied with his life because he has been serving as 
second-string critic to a man named Higgs and the situation is beginning 
to grate on him: "It will follow me to the grave and become my epitaph--
Here lies Moon the second-string: 22 where's Higgs?" Birdboot, saddled 
with an unattractive wife, Myrtle, "all cocoa and blue nylon fur slip-
pers--not a spark of creative genius in her whole slumping knee-length-
knickered body ••• ", dreams of beautiful women, especially the actress 
he has just seen on stage (p. 47). Each man is preoccupied with his own 
predicament and in a passage containing dialogue similar to Chekhovian 
dialogue each ponders his situation while ignoring the other: 
Moon: [Higgs] Camps it around the Old Vic in his opera 
cloak and passes me the tat. 
Birdboot: Do you believe in love at first sight? 
Moon: It's not that I think I'm a better critic--
Birdboot: I feel my whole life changing--
Moon: I am but it's not that. 
Birdboot: Oh, the world will laugh at me, I know 
Moon: It is not that they are much in the way of 
shoes to step into • 
Birdboot: ••• call me an infatuated old fool. 
Moon: They are not. 
Birdboot: ••• condemn me 
Moon: He is standing in my light, that is all. 
Birdboot: ••• betrayer of my class • • • 
Moon: an almost continuous eclipse, interrupted 
by the phenomenon of moonlight. 
Birdboot: I don't care, I'm a goner. (p. 30) 
Both are "goners," for, like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, both become 
fatally involved in events they find puzzling, events they seek to 
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understand. Each experiences a moment of recognition and enlightenment 
just before the fatal shot is fired, a parody of the moment of revelation 
expected of characters in a tragedy, when Moon and Birdboot finally know 
"Who done it." 
Although Moon chafes under the frustration of his second-class status, 
he asserts his value as a human being, his individuality and his unique-
ness: 
It is merely that it is not enough to wax at another's 
wane, to be held in reserve, to be on hand, on call, to 
step in or not at all, the substitute--the near offer--the 
temporary-acting--for I am Moon, continuous Moon, in my 
own shoes, Moon in June, April, September and no member of 
the human race keeps warm my bit of space. (p. 20) 
His "bit of space" is overshadowed by Higgs at present, or so he believes. 
Between acts Moon retreats into murderous daydreams about the death of 
Higgs: "I dream ••• of the day his temperature climbs through the top 
of his head • • • of the spasm on the stairs. • •• Sometimes I dream 
that I've killed him" (p. 30). But Moon is incapable of this action. He 
can only wait and hope. 
Moon's preoccupation with his status is so complete that he cannot 
keep his mind on the play he is reviewing. After each of the first two 
acts of the murder mystery we hear him ruminating about his situation. 
With effort he pulls himself together and delivers seemingly profound 
comments on the play in the stilted jargon of the drama critic. After 
the first act he declares: "It is my belief that here we are concerned 
with ••• the nature of identity" (p. 32). It is his own identity which 
concerns him, or what he feels is a lack of it because of Higgs. After 
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Act II he states that "the author has given us--yes, I will go so far--
he has given us the human condition" (p. 42). These are pretentious words 
to describe a hilariously bad play. Yet the action on the stage reflects 
life in an absurdist world. A madman is wandering about, and confusion 
reigns. Moon, the critic, says, "I am bound to ask--does this play 
know where it is going?" (p. 32). Stoppard asks the same question about 
life. 
Moon projects his concerns about Higgs onto Puckeridge, his own 
stand-in! "I should think my name is seldom off Puckeridge's lips. 
sad, really. I mean, it's no life at all, a stand-in's stand-in" (p. 20). 
Ironically, the last scene of the play proves that Puckeridge (Magnus-
Albert-the real Inspector Hound) has come to the same conclusion. He 
says, "I have waited a long time for this moment" and takes the action 
that Moon only dreams of--he shoots his rival (p. 59). 
Moon is drawn into the murder mystery when he is asked to solve the 
murder of Birdboot, who takes Simon's role after Simon is shot. Birdboot 
in turn is shot after identifying the dead body on stage as Higgs; Bird-
boot has discovered the real murderer, Puckeridge. Moon cannot refuse 
the offer to solve the murder. By choosing the role of the Inspector 
he hopes to find the identity he feels he lacks. Without hesitating, he 
assumes the role of detective, declaring, "I'm going to find out who did 
this!" while Inspector Hound and Simon take the critics' places in the 
audience (p. 55). This new role fills him with a feeling of self-
importance. He barks an order: "No one will leave the house!" (p. 55). 
By accepting the identity of Inspector Hound, Moon hopes to give his 
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life significance and at the same time remove blame from himself for the 
murder of Higgs, for he believes he alone had a motive. He has forgotten 
Puckeridge. His identification of Birdboot as Simon is meant to draw 
suspicion away from himself also, by pinning Higgs' murder on Birdboot 
(Simon). Stoppard says in a stage direction that for this betrayal 
"he is to pay with his life" (p. 56). He has fallen into a trap laid 
by Puckeridge and is shot trying to escape when he finally realizes what 
has happened. He dies with words of admiration on his lips for Pucker-
idge, calling him "you cunning bastard" for Puckeridge has removed two 
rivals and is now first-string critic (p. 59). 
Birdboot is an established critic,. content with his work,. and, from 
Moon's point of view, successful. He has achieved what Moon only dreams 
of; he is a first-string critic. Birdboot sells himself shamelessly. 
He has had one of his reviews reproduced in neon, for which he produces 
slides and a battery-powered viewer so that the envious Moon can admire 
it. Moon proceeds to "review" the review: "It has scale, it has colour, 
it is, in the best sense of the word, electric" (p. 15). So much for the 
insane world of contemporary newsprint dramatic criticism. 
Ironically, Birdboot is not the success that Moon thinks he is. 
Birdboot is dissatisfied with his role as "family man devoted to my 
homely but good-natured wife ••• " (p. 11). His gushing reassurances to 
his wife notwithstanding (when he talks to her by phone on stage between 
acts), "I love your little pink ears and you are my own fluffy bunny-boo," 
Birdboot's weakness is the beautiful actresses he meets professionally 
(pp. 43-44). He is something of a charlatan professionally, using his 
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position as critic to promote their careers, hoping for their gratitude 
and favors. His suggestion to Moon in regard to Felicity, the young 
actress in the play they are observing that "a word from us and we could 
make her" and Moon's reply, "I suppose you've made dozens of them, like 
that," draws an outraged denial (p. 11). He protests too much, however, 
and only succeeds more fully in revealing his penchant for actresses. 
When Lady Cynthia Muldoon appears on stage, it is "Myrtle, farewell • 
for I only live but oncell (p. 30). Once again he is smitten. 
Birdboot finds himself on stage after the phone call from his wife 
and is overwhelmed by an invitation from Cynthia to make a fourth at 
cards, replacing Simon who has been murdered. She. greets him with IIDon' t 
say anything for a moment--just hold me," and falls into his arms (p. 46). 
(These are the same words she greeted Simon with earlier.) Birdboot 
impulsively grasps the opportunity to break free from his old life. He 
makes his choice; he will give up all for love, saying, "I can't live 
without her •••• 1 shall resign my position ••• " (p. 52). His 
sincerity is never put to the test for as Simon was mysteriously shot 
earlier, Birdboot (Simon) is also, but only after understanding all. 
"Now--fina11y--I see it all" he says just before he is shot (p. 53). He 
too has recognized Puckeridge-Magnus-A1bert-the real Inspector Hound 
as the murderer. 
John Russell Taylor says that Stoppard's zany plot "fits together 
. h f d d I kw k i i ,,23 W1t a sort 0 emente c oc or prec son. • • • Both Moon and 
Birdboot are victims of their own dissatisfaction. Their strategy has 
been to assume new roles, offering promise of release from old 
18 
frustrations, but which ultimately lead to their deaths. 
Dotty Moore of Jumpers (1972) and Ruth Carson of Night and Day (1978) 
are similar to Moon and Birdboot in their dissatisfaction with life. 
They are unhappy, incomplete individuals who turn to the men they encounter 
for emotional support when events prove to them the meaninglessness of 
their lives. Both have husbands who are totally absorbed in their work 
and fail to recognize their needs. For both women the insensitivity of 
the men nearest to them forces them to adopt the strategy of withdrawal, 
both physical and emotional, from a world of violence and disorder. 
24 Dotty, after a breakdown, says, "I don't want to be left, to cope." 
She retreats into her bedroom saying, "I'm all right in here" and receives 
visits from two probable lovers (1.18). Ruth describes her needs: "I 
want to be hammered out, disjointed, folded up and put away like linen 
25 i.n a drawer." These images, almost sexual in nature, describe her need 
for someone to shape her life, to take control for her. She continues 
an affair with a man she dislikes, simply because there is no other 
course of action open to her. 
Dotty and Ruth are the only female characters with any stature in 
Stoppardts major plays to date. Heretofore women have been relegated to 
secondary roles in his plays. These two women are very similar and yet 
appear in plays about as different from each other as any Stoppard has 
written. John A. Bailey has called Jumpers "a farce with strongly sur-
realistic overtones.,,26 Irving Wardle has referred to Night and Day as 
"a nuts and bolts naturalistic play.,,27 
Like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Moon and Birdboot, Dotty and 
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Ruth seem unable to control the direction of their lives. Both are 
seen at the end of each play expressing incongruously through song 
their bitterness and loss. Dotty sings without music: "Good-
28 bye spoony Juney Moon." She is saying goodbye to all that the moon 
symbolizes for her: romantic love and a sense of mystery in life. Ruth 
sings a few lines of "The Lady Is a Tramp." This is finally her percep-
tion of herself, despite an earlier denial. Dotty and Ruth are unable 
to face the future with optimism. 
Dotty, a retired musical comedy star, has suffered a nervous break-
down at the first landing of men on the moon. (In Stoppard's play the 
astronauts were British.) The cause was not "overwork or alcohol, but 
it was just those little grey men in goldfish bowls, clumping about in 
their lead boots on the television news; it was very interesting, but it 
certainly spoiled that Juney old moon; and much else besides" (1.25). 
The moon symbolizes transcendent reality for Dotty. Man's reaching 
it meant for her the loss of a sense of romance and mystery in life. As 
she puts it: "It was very interesting, of course. But it certainly 
spoiled unicorns" (1.24). 
For Dotty, both the moon and the earth are spoiled. She, along with 
millions of television viewers, has seen the two astronauts, Scott and 
Oates, struggle to board the spaceship which, due to mechanical failure, 
can bring only one of them back to earth. Oates is left behind to die. 
This egotistic act is interpreted by Dotty to be the result of the loss 
of religious belief, the loss of absolutes which she mourns: 
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Man is on the Moon • • • and all our absolutes, the 
thou-shalts and thou-shalt-nots that seemed to be the 
very condition of our existence, how did they look to 
two moonmen with a single neck to save between them? 
Like the local customs of another place. (11.64-65) 
As a result, Dotty is unable to continue to live a normal life. She 
can no longer sing romantic songs about the moon. When her husband does 
not respond to her cries for help, she withdraws to the security of her 
bedroom, saying, nAnd why must the damned show go on anyway?" (1.24). 
This is her strategy for contending with a world demystified, ,a world 
described by C. B. Crump as "a grim and chaotic world from which the 
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spiritual consolations of the past have been withdrawn." For, as Dotty 
says, "Not only are we no longer the still centre of God's universe, we're 
not even uniquely graced by his footprint in man's image" (11.64). 
Like Stoppard's other characters, Dotty mirrors the near chaos of 
civilization on the verge of massive confusion. Stoppard sees society 
30 threatened by its own complexity and in danger of going out of control. 
Without moral law to guide it, Dotty says: 
There is going to be such • • • breakage, such gnashing 
of unclean meats, such covetting of neighbours' oxen 
and knowing of neighbours' wives, such dishonourings of 
mothers and fathers, and bowings and scrapings to images 
graven and incarnate. • • • Because the truths that have 
been taken on trust, they've never had edges before, there 
was no vantage point to stand on and see where they 
stopped. (11.65) 
Now the men on the moon have found that vantage point. 
Several times early in the play Dotty calls out to her husband for 
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help: "Help--rescue--fire!" (1.13); "Stay with me!" (1.15); 
"Please don't leave me!" (1. 2 7) • George believes her difficulties 
to be quite inconsequential. He can't or won't understand her need for 
emotional support and shouts at her to "stop this childish nonsense!" 
(1. 13) • A moral philosopher, he continues his speculation on the exist-
ence of God in preparation for a lecture he will be giving. Crump says, 
"George's love for the rarefied atmosphere of abstract logic results in 
a destructive indifference to human concerns.,,3l Dotty, forced to face 
the fact that George will be no help to her, remains in her bedroom and 
observes the world passing by on the television screen. 
Both Dotty and George, however, feel affection for each other. In 
a tender scene they remember how they met. George says, "The first 
day you walked into my class • I thought, 'The hyacinth girl "' (1. 19) . 
Dotty responds with, "And I thought • • • 'What a modest way with lovely 
words "' (1. 19) • But both are pathetically unable to surmount their 
own needs and recognize each others. Bailey says, "The way in which 
they talk to, or rather by, each other, is very funny, but it neverthe-
less constitutes a brilliant portrait of a failed marriage.,,32 
George complains to Archie, Dotty's psychiatrist and probable lover, 
"Well, I don't know what's the matter with her. She's like a cat on hot 
bricks, and doesn't emerge from her room. All she says is, she's all 
right in bed" (II. 59) • Archie is suspiciously quick to agree. He and 
Inspector Bones respond to Dotty's cries for help. Archie visits daily 
but his approach is scientific and his concern is limited to "When did 
you first become aware of these feelings?" (II. 65) . Inspector Bones, 
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an ardent fan and also a possible lover, conspires to conceal a murder 
Dotty may have committed. (Stoppard is intentionally ambiguous about 
both the affairs and the murder.) Neither Archie nor the Inspector meet 
Dotty's real needs; only George can do that and he is unwilling or unable 
to do so. 
Dotty does not have much hope for the future. "There's no question 
of things getting better," she tells George (1. 27). She describes the 
moons of Keats, Milton, and Shelley and weeps, "Dh yes, things were in 
place then!" (1.27). For her they will never be again. She is helpless 
and in her despair shuts out the world. 
Lucina Gabbard believes that Jumpers ends on an optimistic note, 
since Dotty is able to sing again and may have recovered from her break-
33 down. But her song during the Coda is bitter: "Heaven, how can I 
believe in heaven? / Just a lying rhyme for seven!" (Coda.78). And Dotty's 
final song ("Goodbye spoony Juney Moon") is done without music; it is a 
farewell to happiness (Coda.79). 
Ruth Carson of Night and Day is unhappy also and discontented with 
her life as the idle wife of a wealthy colonial in Kambawe, an imaginary 
African country. She drinks too much and has had a one-night affair with 
Wagner, a journalist she met one night in London when she was "surprised 
by melancholy. ,,34 Her son, a precocious eight-year-old, ignores 
her and revels in the attention he gets from the journalists who stop 
at his parents' home to use his father's telex. Wagner, a callous oppor-
tunist whose only interest is in getting his story, sums up her problem 
when she suspects he has arrived at her home to continue their affair: 
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"All I can see is a fairly interesting woman with a very boring problem: 
you don't know what you're doing here, and the days go very slowly. But 
I didn't come here to brighten up your day" (1.56). He came, as did 
Guthrie and Milne, to cover a story about an impending war of secession. 
While these men and her husband are occupied with world-shaking 
events, Ruth keeps busy serving drinks and making clever conversation. 
Ronald Hayman calls Stoppard's presentation of Ruth "vivid, amusing, in-
sightful and wholly convincing.,,35 Ruth knows she has abilities she's 
not using. She tells her husband that "it was years before I discovered 
I was brighter than most of the people I met. I mean, I could run the 
mines •••• You know what I mean?" (1.50). But her husband does not 
know what she means; he does not recognize her plea for his understanding 
of her need for a sense of purpose in life, her need for his recognition 
of her potential worth. 
Ruth has a hidden side to her personality which is revealed to the 
audience but to no one else. Hayman says, "The play gives Ruth preferen-
tial treatment: she is the only character allowed to speak out her un-
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spoken thoughts." In one of her asides she explains: "I talk to my-
self in the middle of a conversation. In fact I talk to myself in the 
middle of an imaginary conversation, which is in itself a refuge from 
some other conversation altogether, frequently imaginary" (11.93). This 
sad admission reveals Ruth's understanding of her desire to withdraw, to 
take refuge from a society where men deceive themselves into thinking that 
their goals are high-minded when she can see clearly that tilt's all bloody 
ego" which drives them (II.IOS). Her husband Geoffrey believes that he 
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is working "to save the country" when he tries to prevent a war; in 
reality he is only trying to protect his copper mines (1.52). Ruth 
can see that the journalists, Wagner, Guthrie and Milne, deceive them-
selves into believing they are working to preserve "free speech and the 
guttering candle of democracy" (11.108). Their real goal as Ruth sees 
it is "to impress each other and be top dog the next time you're propping 
up a bar in Beirut or Bangkok, or Chancery Lane" (11.108). Having once 
been hounded by journalists during a divorce scandal, Ruth recognizes the 
hypocrisy which surrounds her. In this recognition lies her strength, 
but in spite of it she is unable to effect any changes in her life. 
When Ruth considers admitting her infidelity to her husband in the 
hope that her life might change, might find direction, imaginary conver-
sation serves as a refuge. In her imagination she says to him, "I had 
this cowardly idea--delusion, I mean--that I might change everything in 
one go by the pointless confession of an unimportant adultery" (1.52). 
She knows that such a confession is not enough to make a difference, and 
lets the moment pass. She, like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, is unable 
to direct her life but unlike them she understands what is happening. 
She sees the emptiness of her life. 
Ruth is attracted to Jake Milne, who expresses ideals she would 
like to believe in but cannot: "A free press • it's the last line 
of defense for all the other freedoms" (1.63). Wardle believes that 
"Stoppard writes as a man who still cherishes some ideals about journal-
i ,,37 hId ' sm. • •• Nevert e ess, Stoppar , through Ruth s character, demon-
strates clearly his concern about the shortcomings of the profession. 
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At Wagner's suggestion but against Guthrie's better judgment, Milne 
and Guthrie drive off to the scene of the fighting, not knowing as Wagner 
does that the dictator Mageeba will be at the Carson home that evening. 
He comes to confer with Colonel Shimbu, the leader of the secessionists, 
and Wagner sees his opportunity to get an exclusive story. Carson warns 
Wagner, "Journalists here get hung up by their thumbs for getting his 
medals wrong" (11.81). Quite obviously, Stoppard is thinking of Idi Amin. 
Mageeba, as a man of action, is a contrast to Ruth. She provokes 
a discussion about the free press in his presence and protects herself 
by mockingly ascribing Milne's idealistic views to her son: "'The whole 
country is littered with papers pushing every political line from Hitler 
to St. Francis.' His theory--Alastair's theory--is that it's the very 
free-for-all which guarantees the freedom of each" (11.97). President 
Mageeba expresses disagreement emphatically by whacking Wagner on the 
head with the weighted end of his walking stick, and stating that his 
idea of a relatively free press is one "which is edited by one of my 
relatives" (II.IOO). 
At this point Jake's death is announced by Guthrie; he is accident-
ally killed in crossfire by Mageeba's soldiers. Ruth is unable to accept 
the belief that he died for something "worth dying for" (11.107). She 
believes that "Jake died for the product" (II. 108) • She then cynically 
continues her affair with Wagner. In this way she attempts to blot out 
the absurd world where a young idealistic newsman is killed in what for 
her is a fruitless search for truth. 
Ruth and Dotty's withdrawal, Moon and Birdboot's assumption of new 
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roles when the old one's are unsatisfying, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern's 
search for direction are all ways in which these characters attempt to 
contend with life, to find meaning in life. They react rather than act 
and in the end are overwhelmed by their inadequacies in the face of an 
incomprehensible world. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE MAJOR PLAYS 
Characters Capable of Independent Action 
Many of Stoppard's characters move beyond the strategies of those 
characters that are incapable of independent action, discussed in Chapter 
Two. In this chapter I will discuss the characters from his major plays 
who seek to counteract the absurdity of life through an active struggle to 
rise above its apparent meaninglessness. Attempting to arrive at some 
sense of purpose, or significance in life, they adopt several approaches. 
George Riley of Enter ~ Free Man (1964) maintains the illusion that 
he is a successful inventor waiting to be discovered and, therefore, a man 
deserving of respect. This strategy allows Riley to ignore the harsh real-
ity that he is an object of ridicule both at home and at his favorite pub. 
Dreaming of success, he blots out his shabby life and blames his failures 
on others. 
Riley is similar to the main characters in Arthur Miller's Death of a 
Salesman, Robert Bolt's Flowering Cherry, and Henrik Ibsen's The Wild Duck. 
Although Stoppard says he has neither read nor seen the last, he admits the 
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similarity of his play to the first two. The main characters in the 
plays, Willy Loman, James Cherry and Hjalmar Ekdal, delude themselves 
about their abilities and accomplishments, as Riley does. 
Enter ~ Free Man was first performed on television as A Walk ~ the 
Water (1963). A realistic family drama, it is more conventional in form 
than any of Stoppard's subsequent full-length stage plays, with the 
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possible exception of Night and Day. It did not receive much attention 
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until after the production of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. 
George Riley is described in a stage direction as a man who has had 
"a certain education somewhere in the past: it gives him a tattered dig-
nity now.,,40 It accounts for his eloquent manner of speaking, as when 
he announces to the patrons in the pub: 
You see a man standing on the brink of great things. 
Below me, a vast plain stretches like an ocean, waiting 
to receive my footprints, footprints that will never be 
erased, and in years to come, people will see this once 
uncharted untrod path and say • • • George Riley walked 
this way. (1.32) 
The audience is aware from the beginning that the success Riley dreams 
of will never come, for his inventions are impractical and farfetched, a 
fact which is apparent to almost everyone except himself. They include 
a grandfather clock that plays "Rule Britannia" at noon and midnight, a 
system of pipes in his living room whereby rain will water indoor plants, 
and a reusable envelope with gum on both sides of the flap. When Riley 
is duped into believing that Harry, a drinking companion, will go into 
business with him, the audience is never in doubt as to the final outcome. 
Riley's grandiose plans will fail, but Stoppard has characterized him in 
a stage direction as "Unsinkable, despite the slow leak" (1.9). Only 
slightly daunted when Harry points out the flaw in his invention, he 
bounces back in the end, never giving up his conviction that he is "a 
creative spirit ." (1.35). James Russell Taylor calls the action of 
Enter ~ Free Man circular, saying of Stoppard: 
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He keeps us perfectly aware that his play is built like 
a goldfish bowl, in which the principal character may 
swim round and round, showing himself off, but from 
which he has no real ability, and probably not even any 
real desire to escape, even if he chooses to nurture 
from time to time the illusion of his own freedom. 41 
Riley enters the pub announcing "Enter a free man:" (1.10). He has 
left the wife who is "in many ways a terrible liability" (1.11). Blaming 
her for his failure to achieve recognition for his genius, he warns a young 
sailor to avoid relationships with young ,.romen which "could end in disas-
ter--twenty-five years of dead domesticity, fatal to a man of creative 
spirit" (1.12). Apparently Riley leaves home often because Harry replies, 
"Walked out on her again?" (1.12). We learn later that he does it every 
week, in the vain attempt to find the freedom he feels he needs, but 
like Hjalmar Ekdahl, he tQo returns. 
Riley also blames the government for his lack of accomplishment, which 
he believes is guilty of "the betrayal of the small inventor" (1.15). 
Unwittingly he states his problem when he accuses the government of encour-
aging: "Dreams! The illusion of something for nothing" (1.15). 
A manifestation of the dream world Riley lives in is his practice 
of naming people with colorful, poetic names. He calls his wife Persephone, 
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a name from Greek mythology meaning "she who brings destruction." lroni-
cally, Riley does not realize that the name also has a good connotation in 
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mythology, standing for "hope of regeneration." Persephone is George's 
prop in life, his only hope for the future, but he is unable to recognize 
that fact. Her real name, Constance, fittingly describes the role she 
has played throughout their marriage. In addition to calling his wife 
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Persephone, Riley calls the barman Carmen and the young sailor becomes 
Able. He drops this practice when he seems about to realize his dream 
of selling his invention. Victor Cahn's statement that Riley drops the 
practice after Harry shatters his hopes, an act which Cahn believes to be 
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a sign that now Riley will face reality, is a misreading of the play. 
George gives no assurances that he will give up his illusion,. but rather 
continues to insist that he was meant to be an inventor. 
Harry feeds Riley's illusions, amusing himself at Riley's ·expense, 
and cruelly destroying his hopes at the end. A more naive Able encour-
ages Riley: "A bloke like you can't fail • • ." (1. 21). Brown, a third 
patron of the pub, is an unsuspecting bystander. Riley imagines that he 
is an industrial spy and grills him in a passage close to farce: 
Riley: 
Brown: 
Ah! I expect you could use a drink. 
Just a quick one then. You're very kind. 
Well--cheers! 
(Riley has placed the beer on the table between 
them. As Brown reaches for it, Riley slides it 
out of his reach and keeps his hand over it.) 
Riley (levelly): Where's the tape recorder? 
Brown: "I--
Riley: Just be sensible and we'll let you sleep--
drink--anything you like. Just tell us. 
(1. 25-26) 
Riley's attention is distracted by the arrival of a pretty'young 
woman. Once again he deludes himself, this time into believing Harry's 
girl, Florence, will go away with him. Attempting to explain to her why 
he is leaving his home, he describes the deadening routine of his life: 
I give nothing, I gain nothing, it is nothing • . • 
we get up in the morning and the water is cold • • • 
fried bread and sausage and tea • • • the steam in the 
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kitchen and the smell of it all and the springs 
are broken in my chair. • • .and I go to my room 
and sit there •••• (1.34) 
George finds comfort in memories of his daughter Linda's childhood, 
which he remembers as a happier time. Pathetically he attempts to recap-
ture the past through the children's books he still keeps around and 
reads. As with Henry Carr of Travesties, Riley gives meaning to an unful-
filled life by means of memories of the past. 
When Riley tries to assert himself as the head of the family, point-
ing out that Linda hasn't brought her latest young man for approval, she 
reminds him that he has embarrassed her before. Riley refuses to admit that 
he is unemployed but scolds Linda for missing work. She, in turn, deflates 
her father unfeelingly by counting out his pocket money, "Here you are, 
another ten bob down the drain" (1.45). Salvaging his pride, he keeps 
a careful record in order to pay her back some day. 
Linda wants her father to face the hard truth that he's unemployed, 
so that he can collect unemployment, freeing her from the need to support 
him. She deceives herself into thinking she's only concerned with his 
welfare, telling her mother, "I don't think we're helping him by treating 
it all as normal" (11.60). Ironically she wants him to face reality while 
she wants to escape from it. For Linda's dream is not unlike her father's. 
She too wishes to escape the tedious routine of her life as a salesgirl 
at Woolworth's by running away with a young man. 
Although both George and Linda object to the monotony of their lives, 
Persephone finds comfort in routine, consoling herself during all of 
Riley's comings and goings with the belief that she's kept the family 
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together. She tells Linda, "I've kept our life tidy--l've looked after 
you, and him and got you this far" (11.68). Full of understanding and 
encouragement for her husband, Persephone is appropriately named Constance. 
She admits to Linda that she made George leave the family business, 
saying, "If he was going to be a failure anyway, he was better off fail-
ing at something he wanted to succeed at. • He got hold of a bit of 
enthusiasm. That was worth a lot" (11.59). Persephone makes it possible 
for George to maintain his illusion, because she wishes to avoid "hurting 
him" (11.60). The parallel between Persephone and the wife in Ibsen's 
The Wild Duck is striking. Like Persephone, Gina Ekdal holds the family 
together. Also a selfish, foolish man, Hjalmar Ekdal deceives himself 
into believing he is a successful inventor when in reality he is being 
supported by his wife and daughter, as Riley is. 
Persephone also resembles Linda Loman of Death of a Salesman who de-
fends Willy Loman to his sons as Persephone defends Riley to Linda: "You 
treat him like a crank lodger we've got living upstairs who reads fairy 
tales and probably wishes he lived in one, but he's ours and we're 
his ••• " (11.67). Because she understands Riley's need for self-
dramatization, she allows him to play the role he has chosen, in this 
way maintaining a semblance of normalcy in all their lives. 
Persephone fills her time with activity; she pushes the vacuum 
cleaner and fluffs the sofa pillows, to fill the gaps of time. But 
when both husband and daughter seek to escape the home she has made for 
them, she is forced to ask, "What was the point of that?" (11.68). Her 
strategy seems to have failed. In the end, however, both return; they 
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are more dependent on her than they care to admit. Leaving to realize 
their dreams, both suffer disappointment and return to the security of the 
home. One gets the impression that their illusions are still pretty much 
intact. 
Riley manages "to sustain dignity," according to the stage directions, 
when Harry points out "the flaw in the ointment • II. the reusable en-
velope is not reusable if it's torn open (11.77). He admits reluctantly 
that "of course the public isn't ready--" (11.78). Apparently ready to 
accept the possibility that there might be something lacking in his inven-
tions, George says that he might go down to the Labour Exchange and "see 
what the situation is" (11.83). But he makes no promises to a more sub-
dued Linda (who has learned that her young man is married), still insist-
ing, "I think I was meant to be an inventor" (11.84). He feels vindicated 
when an invention clearly visible throughout the play finally works: a 
downpour activates a sprinkling system he has devised for his wife's plants. 
Unfortunately, Riley can not turn the water off and Linda has to run for a 
mop. 
In doing so, Linda indicates the extent to which Riley's selfish needs 
will continue to dominate her life, for nothing has changed. The action 
of the play has come full circle. Riley, blithely unaware of the sacri-
fices ·his self-absorption requires of both his wife and daughter, will 
continue to maintain the illusion of his eventual success as an inventor. 
Jill Levenson says of Riley's role as inventor: "Promising discoveries 
and solutions, it weakens perceptions and breeds lies.,,45 Riley's strategy 
allows him to take refuge from an absurd world by means of self-deception, 
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which permits him to conceal his inadequacies from himself. At the 
expense of the lives of his wife and daughter, and at the expense of his 
own self-awareness, he faces the future, a creature of folly who, having 
given nothing, has gained nothing. 
In Travesties (1974) the audience is introduced to three major his-
torical figures through the rambling and often inaccurate reminiscences of 
a minor historical figure, Henry Carr, a consular official who had been 
invalided out of the British army during World War 1. 46 Like George 
Riley of Enter ~ Free Man he deceives himself about his own importance in 
order to give significance to his life. 
Stoppard uses Carr to link together Lenin, James Joyce and the Dadaist 
artist Tristan Tzara in a new kind of historical play. Rather than show-
ing them as heroic figures struggling with important problems, as in the 
more typical historical play such as Robert Bolt's A Man for All Seasons 
or James Goldman's ~ Lion in the Winter, Stoppard shows them as human 
beings struggling to impose meaning on a chaotic world. 47 They demonstrate 
their genius, but in absurd fashion, as in the opening scene in which their 
ludicrous behavior establishes the tone of the play. 
All three are seen working in the public library in Zurich in 1917. 
Lenin, in an agitated state, converses in Russian with his wife Nadya: 
"On s'kazal shto v'Peterburge revolutsia! ( ••• He says there's a revolu-
tion in St. petersburg).,,48 Their conversation is punctuated with excla-
mations of "Da!" Joyce dictates portions· of his great work Ulysses to 
Gwendolyn, his secretary: "Send us bright one, light one, Horhorn, quick-
ening and wombfruit" (1.18). Tzara reads aloud a poem he has composed 
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using the Dadaist method of cutting words into a hat and shaking them out~ 
"Eel ate enormous appletzara key dairy chef's hat he'lllearn ompat'ah!" 
(L18) • 
As a senile old man, Carr looks back over events which took place in 
Zurich during 1917 and uses them to give himself a feeling of importance 
and to justify his life. His imagined association with three important 
men of history at a time when monumental events were taking place is his 
strategy for finding meaning in life. 
Lenin, Joyce, and Tzara were all in Zurich during World War I, but 
not all at the same time. There is no evidence that they ever actually 
met, even though Lenin lived across the street from the cafe Tzara fre-
quented. In 1918 the real Henry Carr played the part of Algernon in 
Joyce's production of The Importance of Being Earnest and subsequently got 
involved in litigation with him. 49 
Stoppard uses The Importance to provide the framework for Travesties 
much as he used Hamlet for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. At the 
same time he parodies The Importance, creating a travesty of it, a dis-
tor ted likeness. The mixup with the traveling bags becomes the mixup of 
folders containing the manuscripts of Joyce and Lenin. The young ladies 
Cecily and Gwendolyn (romantically involved with Carr and Tzara) have 
the same names and personalities as those in The Importance. Carr imper-
sonates Tzara's imaginary brother to gain the confidence of Cecily and 
learn Lenin's plans just as Algernon impersonates Jack's brother Ernest 
to win Cecily. Tzara asks Gwendolyn if she would still love him if he 
did not admire Joyce, just as Jack asks Gwendolyn if she would still love 
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him if his name were not Ernest. Much dialog is similar to Wilde's but 
the outrageous puns and the satirical jabs are typical of Stoppard: 
Tzara: 
Carr: 
Tzara: 
Carr: 
Tzara: 
Carr: 
Eating and drinking, as usual, I see, Henry? 
I have often observed that Stoical principles 
are more easily borne by those of Epicurean 
habits. 
I believe it is done to drink a glass of hock 
and seltzer before luncheon, and it is well done 
to drink it well before luncheon. I took to 
drinking hock and seltzer for my nerves at a 
time when nerves were fashionable in good 
society. This season it is trenchfoot, but I 
drink it regardless because I feel much better 
after it. 
You might have felt much better anyway. 
No, no--post hock, propter hock. 
But, my dear Henry, causality is no longer 
fashionable owing to the war. 
How illogical, since the war itself had causes. 
I forget what they were, but it was all in the 
papers at the time. (1.36) 
In addition to travestying Wilde's play, Stoppard also travesties Joyce 
and Tzara by creating caricatures of them. Margaret Gold says that 
Stoppard's use of travesty "allows him to form a dazzling multiplicity 
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of perspectives all played off against the pathos of his hero." 
Carr as an old man muses on the possibility of writing his memoirs, 
"Life and times, friend of the famous" (1.22). The idea is preposterous 
because he lacks the intellectual capability. He would like to believe 
that he encountered Joyce, Lenin and Tzara and participated on even terms 
in discussions on politics, art and literature. He thinks of himself as 
being in the mainstream of intellectual thought, but he speaks in cliches, 
saying, "What was he like, James Joyce, I am often asked. It is true that 
I knew him well at the height of his powers, his genius in full flood 
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in the making of Ulysses ••• " (1.22). In reality Carr sued Joyce and 
was sued by him. 5l Carr's further recollections would include, "Lenin 
As I Knew Him • • • a complex personality bent, as I was already 
aware, on the seemingly impossible task of reshaping the civilized 
world ••• " (1.23). They never met actually and do not meet in the play • 
And for his third possible sketch, " • Dada!--historical halfway house 
between Futurism and Surrealism. • To those of us who lived through 
it Dada was ••• the high point of Western European culture ••• " (1.25). 
Far from being a high point, Dada was a radical movement among artists, 
nihilistic in tone. The anti-art of Dada was a reaction against long-held 
notions of what art should be. 52 Its value was that "Dada ••• left a 
1 f f d ,,53 new egacy 0 ree om to Western art • . • • 
Carr represents himself as the British Consul whereas he was only a 
minor officia1~ "Carr of the Consulate!--first name Henry • • • I'm men-
tioned in the books" (1. 25). He rambles on and catches himself in what 
becomes a pattern throughout the play: "But I digress. No apologies re-
quired, constant digression being the saving grace of senile reminiscence" 
(1.22). Although senile reminiscences can be painfully boring for the 
listener, here they are saved by Stoppard's clever technique. He demon-
strates Carr's unreliable memory by using a device he calls the time slip 
which he describes in a stage direction, ". the story (like a toy 
train perhaps) occasionally jumps the rails and has to be restarted at the 
point where it goes wild" (1.27). In a scene set in 1917 Bennett, Carr's 
butler, enters with tea things. He and the young Carr discuss what's in 
the paper, (news of the war and the Russian revolution). The scene is 
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replayed with variations five times, demonstrating Carr's alternative 
views of past experiences. To avoid confusion, Stoppard suggests these 
moments be marked with the sound of a cuckoo clock (1.27). Other time 
slips occur when Joyce and Tzara enter. Gabriele Scott Robinson says of 
the time slips, " ••• this technique brings out the theme of uncertainty 
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and confusion and it does so in a farcical manner." In one wildly funny 
scene all characters speak in limericks, (a comment on the fact that Joyce 
was Irish), starting and completing them for each other. Gwendolyn begins 
by introducing Joyce to her brother Henry: 
Gwen: 
Carr: 
Joyce: 
Tzara: 
Joyce: 
Gwen: 
Joyce: 
Carr: 
Tzara: 
Joyce: 
Carr: 
I'm sorry!--how terribly rude! 
Henry--Mr. Joyce! 
How d'you do? 
Delighted! 
Good day! 
I just wanted to say 
how sorry I am to intrude. 
He's a poor writer--
Aha! 
A fine writer who writes caviar 
for the general, hence poor--
Wants to touch you for sure. 
I'm addressing my friend, Mr. 
(gulp) Carr. (1.33-34) 
At the end of Act I the scene shifts to the present again and the 
elderly Carr addresses the audience and attempts to explain his confusion, 
II Incidentally , you mayor may not have noticed that I got my wires crossed 
a bit here and there • now I've got it straight •••• I'm on to how 
I met Lenin and could have changed the course of history ••• " (1.64). 
Act II is set in 1917 again. Carr spies on Lenin, falls in love with 
Cecily, and once again exaggerates the role he played, "So there I was, 
the lives of millions of people hanging on which way I'd move, or whether 
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I'd move at all, another man might have cracked" (11.81). Believing that 
as a young man he acted decisively, he says, "[Lenin] must be stopped ••• 
I shall telegraph the Minister in Berne" (II. 84). Robinson says: "Like 
Guildenstern he cherishes the dream that he could have said no at the 
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right moment." 
It remains for Carr's wife, the old Cecily, to put things into per-
spective. She sets the record straight: " • you never got close to 
Vladimir Ilyich, and I don't remember [Tzara]. . [Lenin]was the leader 
of millions by the time you did your Algernon. • . .And you were never 
the Consul. • • .And I never helped him write Imperialism, the Highest 
Stage of Capitalism" (11.97-98). Old Carr is quite put out with his wife, 
"What of it? I was here. They were here. We all went on" (II. 98). 
Carr's conclusion is that it doesn't really matter anyway; it's of no 
consequence. And in a fading light he concludes in typically rambling 
fashion: 
Great days • • • Zurich during the war. Refugees, 
spies, exiles, painters, poets, writers, radicals of all 
kinds. I knew them all • • • I learned three things in 
Zurich during the war. . • . Firstly, you're either a 
revolutionary or you're not, and if you're not you might 
as well be an artist as anything else. Secondly if you 
can't be an artist you might as well be a revolutionary. 
I forget the third thing. (11.98-99) 
Eric Salmon believes that Stoppard has provided a casual ending to his 
play to avoid being taken too seriously, "like the last-minute, defensive 
shrug of a man who feel he may have allowed his belief and his enthusiasm 
d ,,56 to become an embarrassment to himself an others. Carr's attempt at 
profound thought fails miserably and on that note the play ends. He 
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he has revealed himself to be a ridiculous figure, hoping to elevate 
himself by association with three important men of history. 
The three historical figures Carr encounters in Travesties have 
opposing views on the function, purpose, and nature of art and the artist's 
role in society. Stoppard has said of his plays that they present "a 
series of conflicting statements made by conflicting characters, and they 
tend to play a sort of infinite leap-frog • • • there is never any point 
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• at which I feel ••• that is the last word." 
Joyce defends the true artist who sees everyday experience in a spe-
cial way and recreates it into a new reality. He puts things into a new 
order, beautifying them and giving them lasting value. He is: 
• • • the mag1c1an put among men to gratify--capriciously--
their urge for immortality. • •• If there is any meaning 
in any of [life], it is in what survives as art •••• What 
now of the Trojan War if it had been passed over by the 
artist's touch? Dust. A forgotten expedition prompted by 
Greek merchants looking for new markets (1.62) 
For Joyce the artist makes the meaninglessrtess of life easier to bear by 
dignifying events that are transitory, historical actions of the past 
which of themselves are not important. 
Tristan Tzara expresses Dadaist views, the belief that it is neces-
sary to destroy the art of the past, which gets in the way of new methods 
of artistic expression, to get back to essentials. He says, "Now we 
need vandals and desecrators, simple-minded demolition men to smash cen-
turies of baroque subtlety .•• " (1.62). Tzara writes poetry by cutting 
a Shakespearian sonnet into a hat and shaking it out to create a new poem, 
(another kind of travesty). His poetry mirrors the irrationality of the 
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world, (as do the writings of Stoppard and his fe1lowabsurdists). For 
Tzara the war has revealed that, "Words are taken to stand for opposite 
facts, opposite ideas. That is why anti-art is the art of our time" (1.39). 
It is the type of art best suited to express the nihilistic philosophy. 
Lenin sees art as a distraction from more serious concerns with the 
spread of Marxist doctrine. Like Tzara, Lenin wishes to destroy the cul-
tural world of the past, as well as the political. Both Dadaism and Marx-
ism were manifestations of the dissatisfaction with the world of the early 
twentieth century. When stirred by a Beethoven sonata, Lenin won't allow 
himself to listen because it "makes me want to say nice stupid things and 
pat the heads of those people who while living in this vile hell can 
create such beauty •••• We've got to hit the heads .•• " (11.89). 
For him art only serves a purpose when it spreads his brand of political 
truth. Having little tolerance for opposing views, he says, "Today, lit-· 
erature must become party literature" (11.85). Stoppard's picture of 
Lenin is close to historical fact. He does not take the same liberties 
with the character that he does with Joyce and Tzara. ~ Coppelia Kahn says 
Stoppard does this because he wants to "strengthen by stark contrast his 
own romping and irreverent version of cultural history."S8 The fact that 
he treats Lenin with respect, then suddenly shifts from the serious to 
the parodistic serves Stoppard's demonic farcical purposes. 
The views of art expressed by these three men reflect major twentieth 
century attitudes about art. They are brought together in the confused 
mind of Henry Carr, aptly called a philistine by Tzara. Carr's definition 
of an artist is a conventional one (also found in Artist Descending a 
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Staircase), "An artist is someone who is gifted in some way that enables 
him to do something more or less well which can only be done badly or not 
at all by someone who is not thus gifted" (1.38). Carr apparently recog-
nizes the special gifts of the artist but later says, "Art is absurdly 
overrated ••• " (1.46). He seems resentful of artists, who have "a chit 
for life " for "messing about in the Art Room" (1. 46). He says scorn-
fully of Joyce: 
I dreamed about him, dreamed I had him in the wit-
ness box, a masterly cross-examination, case practically 
won and I flung at him--'And what did you do in 
the Great War?' 'I wrote Ulysses,' he said. 'What did 
you do?' 
Bloody nerve. (1.65) 
Carr's contradictory statements about art and artists reveal that the sig-
nificance of Joyce's contribution and by implication of all artists has 
escaped him. Carr can only embroider the past to make sense of a lifetime 
when nothing was accomplished to equal the accomplishments of the three 
historically significant men he imagines he knew. Carr has lived through 
a period of upheaval, political, cultural, and philosophical; the true 
significance of the upheaval has escaped him. 
Jumpers (1972) is a wildly funny play about profound philosophical 
issues. The main character, George Moore, tries to make sense out of life 
by turning back to beliefs of an earlier period. Jumpers is filled with 
the farcical elements which are typical of Stoppard's best work. Maurice 
Charney's definition of farce describes Jumpers perfectly. It is "comedy 
with an extravagant plot in which anything can happen. The characters 
are developed by quirks and eccentricities rather than according to any 
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believable, psychological truth.,,59 The extravagant plot of Jumpers in-
cludes song, acrobatic displays, a woman doing a striptease on a swing, 
live animals, a wall-size television screen, and a dead body hanging in 
full view of the audience. 
As Charney points out, farce has taken over territory usually claimed 
for tragedy, since, in a world without meaning, the possibility of tragedy 
no longer exists. Heroes and villains have disappeared, and only clowns 
remain, who struggle to understand what is happening to them. But within 
this type of comedy, "the terribly serious, even savage comic humour" 
60 defined by T. S. Eliot, the serious concerns of tragedy can be found. 
Stoppard's farce is often of this type. It is quite different from 
the classical farce of Plautus, "especially in its verbal and literary 
sophistication, but the elaboration of the plot and the unbridled extrava-
61 gance of the author's invention are similar in spirit." 
In a world where appearances are deceiving, George Moore, a professor 
of moral philosophy, searches for truth through philosophical study. This 
strategy leads him back to a belief in God and a belief in the need for 
moral absolutes. He displays mental acrobatics throughout the play which 
are paralleled by the acrobatics of a group of acrobat/philosophers who 
perform at the opening and closing of the play and after the first act. 
They serve as a metaphor for the philosophical speculation which takes 
place throughout the play. Under the leadership of Sir Archibald Jumper, 
Radical-Liberal Vice-Chancellor of the University, the Jumpers, during 
the opening scene, form a human pyramid which collapses when one of the 
acrobats is shot. A symbol of a topsy-turvey world, the pyramid's collapse 
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is hardly surprising since it is made up of a motley group, "Logical posi-
tivists, mainly, with a linguistic analyst or two, a couple of Benthamite 
Utilitarians • • • lapsed Kantians and empiricists generally • • • and of 
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course the usual Behaviorists ••• " and is necessarily unstable. 
George knows that his views are hopelessly out of fashion. He is 
capable of self-mockery, realizing that he cuts "a ludicrous figure in 
the academic world ••• " (II.6l). Archie, the Vice-Chancellor, says 
" he is our tame believer, pointed out to visitors in much the same 
spirit as we point out the magnificent stained glass in what is now the 
gymnasium" (11.52). George struggles to understand an absurd world where 
a Radical-Liberal minister of agriculture is appointed Archbishop of Can-
terbury and a police inspector is offered the Chair of Divinity at the 
University (11.54). His struggle is largely ineffectual. He retreats 
into orthodox views of the past, concluding rather uncertainly and some-
what despairingly: 
All I know is that I think that I know that I know that 
nothing can be created out of nothing, that my moral 
conscience is different from the rules of my tribe, and 
that there is more in me than meets the microscope--
and because of that I'm lumbered with this incredible, 
indescribable and definitely shifty God, the trump card 
of atheism." (II. 56-57) 
George is preparing a paper for a symposium at the University on the 
subject~ "Man--good, bad or indifferent?" (1.32). He dabbles with notions 
about infinity, arguing from logic "Everything has to begin somewhere and 
there is no answer to that. Except, of course, why does it? Why, since 
we accept the notion of infinity without end, should we not accept the 
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logically identical notion of infinity without beginning?" (1.14). 
lonesco's Rhinoceros may be an influence here. In a long scene the Logi-
cian instructs his companion in the rules of logic, using syllogisms with 
undistributed middles, and ending up proving that the dog is a cat, and 
that Socrates was a dog. Both plays seem to indicate that words are in-
adequate as a means of understanding. 
George uses the arguments of an earlier George Moore, a noted philos-
opher of the early twentieth century and author of Principia Ethica. 
G. B. Crump says, "George seems doomed to embrace some of the ethical 
principles of G. E. Moore because he has the same name.,,63 He suffers 
from "Cognomen Syndrome," the condition identified by Archie Jumper in 
which one's name corresponds to one's role in life (11.49). Most of the 
characters in the play suffer from the same syndrome; (i.e. Dorothy is 
Dotty, Crouch is a servant, Archie Jumper is an acrobat). Sometimes mis-
taken for his predecessor by his students, George says that the original 
George Moore was never in when he called on him " ••• for reasons which 
will be found adequate by logical spirits ••• " (11.56). But George 
believes there are things beyond completely logical explanations. He is 
like Hamlet who tells Horatio, "There are more things in Heaven and earth, 
Horatio, / Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.,,64 
George (facing the audience) spends long hours before an imaginary 
mirror in his study, dictating his lecture and emerging only when the 
outside world interferes with his work. Bailey says, " ••• he is the 
funniest caricature of a professor, verbose, mannered, and eccentric, in 
English Literature.,,65 He complains to the police when Dotty, his wife, 
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gives a noisy party. When she calls repeatedly to him for help after 
a breakdown, he responds with "I'm sorry if it's one of your bad days, 
but things will get better" (1.27). The Vice-Chancellor and the police 
inspector come on business and offer assistance to Dotty. Only then 
does George begin to show some interest in her, but he is unable to 
deal with her problems, and remains egocentrically engrossed in his 
work, unable to conceive of the world revolving around anyone but him-
self. 
Although insensitive to his wife's needs, George expresses affection 
and concern for two pets, Pat, the tortoise, and Thumper, the hare, two 
animals found in the ancient tale by Aesop. They are props essential to 
George's research. He will use them to prove a philosophical point at his 
lecture: he intends to demonstrate the fallacy of Zeno's paradox which 
says "that an arrow could never reach its target, and that a tortoise given 
a head start in a race with, say, a hare, could never be overtaken " 
(1.14). At the climax of the play George finds Thumper impaled on an arrow 
he carelessly misfired earlier, and as he steps backward he crushes the 
tortoise with his foot. It is his turn to cry for help. Through his own 
carelessness he has destroyed that which means the most to him. The act 
symbolizes the futility he experiences in his search for personal satis-
faction and for philosophical truth. "George, however sympathetic his 
character and attractive his beliefs, fails in his efforts to give life 
a satisfying meaning through philosophy.,,66 For this reason Crump and 
other critics believe that Stoppard does not endorse George's views at 
the expense of those of Archie and the logical positivists. However, 
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Crump says, "In Jumpers, Stoppard depicts logical positivism as providing 
the intellectual impetus behind the modern drift toward materialism, utili-
tarianism, and state socialism.,,67 George says that "British moral philo-
sophy • • • went off the rails ." forty years ago (1.32). Language, 
Truth and Logic by A. J. Ayer, published in 1935, is the best known state-
ment of the logical positivist position in English, according to Crump. 
The central tenet of logical positivism is the principle of verification, 
" • • • no statement is truly about the world unless its truth or falsity 
can be empirically verified.,,68 
In his paper, George attempts to refute the arguments of Professor 
McFee, a colleague and a logical positivist. McFee's philosophical beliefs 
are "Orthodox mainstream" (1.35). George says that McFee believes: 
that on the whole people should tell the truth all 
right, and keep their promises, and so on--but on the 
sole grounds that if everybody went around telling lies 
and breaking their word as a matter of course, normal 
life would be impossible. (1.35) 
McFee is shot at the beginning of the play, a fact which is hidden from 
George but not from the audience, since his body, although not identified, 
is prominently displayed throughout the first act. Thus, George absurdly 
refutes the arguments of a dead man, arguments which the servant Crouch 
later reveals McFee repudiated before he died. At the end of the first 
act McFee's body is removed in a large plastic bag by the remaining 
Jumpers, who move rhythmically to the tune of "Sentimental Journey." As 
George has sarcastically stated earlier, the Radical-Liberal philosophy 
is "'No problem is insoluble given a big enough plastic bag"' (1.26). 
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Archie succeeds in convincing a gullible George that McFee committed 
suicide by crawling into the plastic bag and shooting himself. Archie, 
however, may have murdered McFee, for McFee intended to renounce logical 
positivism and enter a monastery. Like Dotty Moore, he had been affected 
by the struggle for survival of Scott and Oates, the two British astronauts 
on the moon. (Stoppard contrasts the two astronauts with the famous Ant-
arctic explorers with the same names.) Whereas the astronauts' struggle 
for survival causes Dotty's breakdown and despair at the loss of absolutes 
and a sense of mystery, it causes McFee to renounce the materialistic views 
of the logical positivists which he sees as leading to such acts of prag-
matism. Instead he chooses a way of life in which altruistic acts have 
some meaning. Crouch says " ••• he kept harking back to the first Captain 
Oates, out there in the Antarctic wastes, sacrificing his life to give 
his companions a slim chance of survival" (11.70). "I have seen the fu-
ture ••• and it's yellow," McFee says to Crouch; therefore he chooses 
the strategy of retreating into a way of life from the past, where the 
need for absolutes is never questioned (11.71). For Archie this betrayal 
by a man he views as a protege is " ••• an ice-pick in the back of the 
skull" (11.52). Several of the other characters also have motives for 
murdering McFee, however, and the murder is never solved, for as Archie 
says, "Unlike mystery novels, life does not guarantee a denouement ••• " 
(II. 72) • 
Archie is George's opposite. A psychiatrist, lawyer, philosopher, 
h h i ,,69 and gynmast "Archie believes in nothing • • • e t rives on t. In 
this his strategy differs from those of George and McFee who feel a sense 
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of loss and take action to counteract it. In the coda, a "bizarre dream" 
sequence in which the symposium is held, Archie reveals his lack of belief 
in a speech much like Lucky's speech in Waiting for Godot: 
Indeed, if moon mad herd instinct, is God dad the 
inference?--to take another point: If goons in 
mood, by Gad is sin different or banned good, fIr' 
instance?--third1y: out of the ether, random nucleic 
acid testes or neither universa vice, to name but one--
fourthly: If the necessary being isn't, surely mother 
of invention as Voltaire said, not to mention Darwin 
different from the origin of the specious--to sum 
up: Super, both natural and stitious, sexual ergo cogito 
er go-go sometimes, as Descartes said, and who are we? 
Thank you. (Coda.73) 
A close examination of Archie's speech reveals a mishmash of philosophical 
and scientific thought combined with an elaborate system of puns, ulti-
mately suggesting a kind of meaninglessness. 
George's plea for "a proper respect for absolute values" cannot pre-
vent the death of the Archbishop of Canterbury, who, though formerly an 
agriculturist, seems eager to fulfill his duties as archbishop {Coda. 77). 
Mary R. Davidson says, "He has become a true shepherd of men rather than 
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a doctor for sheep." Amid echoes of Jean Anoui1h's Becket, ("Will no 
one rid me of this turbulent priest!") he is shot while part of a human 
pyramid as McFee was shot in the opening scene (Coda.76). Neither fit in; 
they are running counter to the flow of history. Both are victims of a 
society which will not tolerate nonconformity. 
Archie has the last word in a passage which contains oxymoron, making 
clear the contradictions inherent in an absurd world: 
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Hell's bells and all's well--half the world is at 
peace witn itself, and so is the other half: vast 
areas are unpolluted. • • • No laughter is sad and 
many tears are joyful. At the graveside the 
undertaker doffs his top hat and impregnates the 
prettiest mourner. (Coda.79) 
His cynical conclusion is that the world isn't such a bad place after all. 
But George, Dotty and McFee cannot agree. George's earlier conclusion 
that God exists seems negated by his statement now that " ••• nothing is 
certain • " . . , a theme from Waiting for Godot (p. 78). In any case, his 
arguments have been far from convincing and he remains a ridiculous, but 
yet pathetic figure. 
George Moore's effort to attain a sense of meaning in life through 
philosophical study, Henry Carr's search for significance in the imagined 
association with three important men of history and George Riley's attempts 
to find refuge from life through the illusion that he is an inventor are 
the ways in which these characters actively struggle to reach some sense 
of purpose in life. In spite of their struggle they remain pitiable 
figures, unable to contend adequately in a world beyond their understand-
ing. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
TELEVISION, RADIO AND ONE-ACT PLAYS 
Characters found in Stoppard's television, radio and one-act plays 
will be discussed in this chapter, those both capable and incapable of 
independent action. In many cases, Stoppard's shorter plays reflect on 
miniature scale the same concerns that have been seen in his full-length 
plays. The shorter plays often have a beauty and intensity impossible to 
achieve in a longer play. 
Characters Incapable of Independent Action 
Two of Stoppard's earliest plays involve characters who withdraw from 
the world, as do Dotty Moore of Jumpers and Ruth Carson of Night and Day, 
discussed in Chapter Two. John Brown of A Separate Peace (1966) and Gladys 
Jenkins of If You're Glad I'll Be Frank (1966) withdraw into a secure en-
'closed environment. John Brown is forced by society to go back into the 
world he would like to avoid. Gladys Jenkins finds that she is trapped 
when she attempts to return to the world; she is overwhelmed by those 
in power. 
In A Separate Peace, a quiet, one-act television play, John Brown 
checks into a nursing home because of what he calls an emergency. He has 
"a need to be nursed a bit.,,71 Although the doctors can't find a medical 
reason to admit Brown, he carries a suitcase full of money and is there-
fore admitted for observation. 
John Russell Taylor calls A Separate Peace "a sad little play about 
a man who ••• wants to be ••• looked after, required to do nothing, 
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explain nothing.,,72 It contains none of the comic elements found in most 
of Stoppard's other plays, such as parody, puns or any elements of farce, 
but is a cameo piece containing a theme Stoppard returns to several times: 
the need to withdraw from a world of chaos and disorder, a complex and 
frightening world. John Brown, desiring an ordered existence, seeks a 
place of shelter. He searches for serenity but his search is fruitless. 
The nurses try to convince Brown that he doesn't belong in a hospital 
and he concludes sadly, "An ordinary malingerer or genuine hypochondriac 
wouldn't have all this trouble" (p. 153). His mistake is in being honest 
about his intentions and his needs. Brown insists that a hotel won't 
meet his needs because "I want to do nothing, and have nothing expected 
of me. That isn't possible out there" (p. 154). Brown wishes to avoid 
the silent disapproval society reserved for those who are not actively 
involved or gainfully employed. Within a secure, insulated environment 
he believes he can be entirely free from acting and thinking. He views 
life as a patient somewhat like life in a religious community, saying, 
"Being a patient ••• I've got a vocation for it" (p. 154). Brown con-
fides in Maggie, a young nurse who befriends him, "I came for the quiet 
and the routine. I came for the white calm, meals on trays and quiet 
efficiency, time passing and bringing nothing" (p. 156). Like Rosencrantz 
and Gui1denstern, Brown wishes to have someone else make decisions for him. 
He wishes to evade the responsibility of making choices. With a life of 
routine he can avoid the need to change and adjust to new circumstances, 
always a trying experience. 
The Matron, a typical fuss-budget, insists that Brown must follow the 
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rules and get involved in activities, which she hopes will improve his 
attitude. So that he will be left alone, he takes up basket weaving and 
painting. Rather than experience nature first hand, he paints an English 
countryside on one wall of his room, because on the outside "you don't get 
the benefits" (p. 162). He wants an unchanging environment, and such a 
landscape will not be subject to seasonal variations. 
Brown reveals something of his past to Maggie, when he admits he "had 
a good four years of it once" (p. 166). He spent four years as a prisoner 
of war, an experience he enjoyed. His fellow prisoners were tormented by 
the loss of freedom but paradoxically prison life satisfied Brown's desire 
for a life of routine. It was prison life that reminded Brown of a pre-
vious stay at the nursing home, he tells Maggie. This clue leads the hos-
pital authorities to discover that Brown was a patient in their hospital 
as a child. 
After the war, Brown found that "peace didn't match up to the war I'd 
had. There was too much going on" (p. 169). He was uncomfortable in the 
complex world outside of prison. Again, his reaction was the opposite of 
most veterans who find peace unnerving because they are accustomed to the 
extreme action of combat. Brown felt the need to withdraw into an unde-
manding regimented life, such as he had experienced in prison. At first 
he sought such a life in a monastery, but wasn't accepted because he 
"didn't believe enough ••• " (p. 170). Brown then remembered his child-
hood experience. His desire to return to an experience from childhood is 
a variation of the return to the womb manifestation. 
Brown's contentment at the hospital is short-lived; the authorities 
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locate his sister. He has no recourse but to leave before she arrives. 
The well-meaning doctor warns him, "It's not enough, Mr. Brown. You've 
got to ••• connect" (p. 173). But Brown does not wish to become a part 
of society. As he leaves the hospital he says, "I feel I should breathe 
in before going out there" (p. 174). Paradoxically he is reluctant to 
leave the "fresh air" of the hospital for the outside, where he will have 
to continue his search for a quiet haven where he can find peace. 
Two of Stoppard's radio plays also deal with characters who wish to 
withdraw from society. In England the serious radio drama is a respected 
art form; plays such as If You're Glad I'll Be Frank and Albert's Bridge 
find a ready audience. Both are highly imaginative early plays which 
show in what direction Stoppard was moving. Taylor says,"Radio 
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seems to have brought out the best in Stoppard." It allowed him to give 
full rein to his imagination. By placing emphasis on sound rather than on 
visual impressions, radio removes limitations and puts the themes in sharp 
focus. 
Gladys Jenkins of If You're Glad I'll Be Frank has withdrawn from 
the world into her work as the "TIM" girl, the "Speaking Clock" on the 
telephone. We hear her voice announcing the time from somewhere deep in 
the post office. Although programmed to do her job, she is more than a 
machine. We also hear her unspoken thoughts. (In the printed text 
Stoppard provides two columns.) Gladys expresses her individuality as 
she struggles to understand her predicament: 
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Old Frank. • • • 
Yes, we met dancing, I liked him 
from the first. 
He said, "If you're Glad 
I'll be Frank •••• 
There was time to laugh then 
but while I laughed a bumblebee 
fluttered its wings a million times. 
How can one compete?74 
• • • At the third stroke 
it will be eleven thirty 
precisely. • • • 
(PIP PIP PIP.) 
A realization of time passing intrudes on Gladys' happiness. Jill Leven-
son says, "Her struggle is complicated by the pressures of a society • • • 
which recklessly wastes its human resources by turning them into frivolous 
. 75 mechan~sms." Gladys attempts to break free and rejoin society but is 
unsuccessful. Ironically she is forced to give in to the pressures of 
society in the form of her supervisor, the First Lord of the Post Office, 
Lord Coo~ who will not allow her to leave. 
Gladys ponders the meaning of time. For her, time "upsets the scale 
you live by • this endless dividing up into equal parts • • • reducing 
the lifespan to nothing" (pp. 50-51). An understanding of the nature of 
time reveals life's meaninglessness to Gladys, both its brevity and its 
insignificance. 
With amazed disbelief, Gladys' husband Frank, a bus driver, recog-
nizes her voice on the phone. While on a break he tries to contact her, 
but unfortunately Frank is tied to his schedule and must rush off. Gladys 
is reluctant to go back to Frank because she now has "an inkling of in-
finity ••• " (p. 53). She has insights that Frank lacks, being "the 
only one who has seen both ends rushing away from the middle" (p. 53). 
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Stoppard seems to be flirting with Einstein's views of time in which space 
and time exist on a continuum. The past and future exist along with the 
present with no beginning and no end. 
With her awareness of the meaning of time, Gladys believes that she 
cannot face the everyday world again. She recognizes that life outside 
is trivial, for people "count for nothing measured against the moment in 
which a glacier forms and melts" (p. 54). Ironically Gladys sees the 
idiocy of being bound by time, but is herself bound by it. 
Frank "took his timetable seriously" (p. 57). He is a slave to 
time and Gladys can see how little he understands its meaning. He is 
trapped in his schedule, as Gladys is in hers. Taylor says, "Both Frank 
and Gladys are placed in a classic Theatre of the Absurd situation, as 
agents transformed into objects • • • they function mechanically with a 
totally artificial, inhuman framework •••• ,,76 
Weeping because she can't find peace, Gladys describes her desire to 
be a nun. She wasn't accepted, however, because she, like Brown, "didn't 
believe enough" (p. 61). Wanting serenity, she sought it in repetitious 
activity. She thought her withdrawal would bring peace, but she became 
a slave to time also. She is caught in a tragic situation: she can't 
go back to Frank, yet she can no longer go on with her work. 
Gladys breaks down slowly, saying that "it's asking too much, for one 
person to be in the know of so muchll (p. 65). 
I'm going to cough 
sneeze 
whisper an obscenity that will leave 
ten thousand coronaries sprawled 
across their telephone tables. (p. 66) 
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Finally, Frank succeeds in breaking into a meeting of the postal officials, 
seeking someone in authority to tell him where his wife is. Lord Coot 
chuckles and convinces Frank that "it's a machine, I thought everyone knew 
that " (p. 68). Frank, easily convinced, returns to his schedule. 
Gladys breaks down completely, sobbing hysterically. When Lord Coot 
tells her to "pull yourself together ••• " she gradually does so; she is 
unable to break free (p. 69). Her last words are a sarcastic reference 
to Lord Coot, "He thinks he's God" (p. 69). Like John Brown, in the begin-
ning Gladys wishes to withdraw from society, but unlike him. she later 
attempts to rejoin society. Gladys carries on, but society does not 
succeed in stifling her individuality. 
Characters Capable of Independent Action 
Albert. from Albert's Bridge (1967), succeeds in removing himself 
from society like John Brown and Gladys Jenkins, but into an open environ-
ment, spending his working hours on a high bridge. He elevates himself 
above humanity. In the end he is destroyed inadvertently by the humanity 
he attempts to leave behind. 
At first Albert is a philosophy student working during the summer. 
a member of a crew of'bridgepainters. The other members of the crew find 
the work tedious but Albert approaches his work as if he were an artist. 
He describes his work: "Dip-brush-slap-slide-slick. • • every surface 
sleek. renewed • • • all glossed and even, end to end--the last touch--
perfection!,,77 Albert finds satisfaction in his work: "Simplicity ••• 
your bargain with the world • • • all contained there in ten layers of 
58 
paint, accounted for" (p. 11). Not for him the job of a factory man, 
working in "bits and pieces" (p. 11). He prefers work which involves a 
simple process, work which he can see to its completion. 
The city officials in their concern about cost efficiency consider 
buying a new paint which lasts four times as long. They believe that 
with the new paint they'll need only one painter who will take eight years 
to paint the bridge instead of the two years it took the crew. The fa 1-
lacy of their reasoning ultimately leads to the destruction of both the 
bridge and Albert. 
Albert, with a degree in philosophy and the chance for an executive 
position working for his father, applies for the bridge painting job, 
explaining, "I was happy up there, doing something simple but so grand 
without end" (p. 20). With the added responsibilities of a wife and baby 
Albert does his work, happily contemplating his surroundings in some of 
Stoppard's most poetic passages: 
I'm the bridge man, 
web-spinning silvering spiderman 
crawling between heaven and earth on a 
cantilevered span, 
cat's cradled in the sky. 
look down at the toy ships 
where the sea pounds under toy trains to 
toy towns 
under my hand. 
Am I the spider or the fly? 
I'm the bridge man •••• (p. 22-23) 
From his vantage point everything below appears trivial; he is on top of 
it all. Albert has withdrawn as John Brown and Gladys do but his with-
drawal is the reverse of theirs. Paradoxically he has chosen to remove 
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himself into a larger world, rather than into an enclosed environment as 
they do. 
Albert's wife begins to nag him because he increasingly neglects her 
and the baby for his work. A holiday in Paris is spent on the Eiffel 
Tower, of which he says in admiration, "The pointlessness takes one's 
breath away ••• "(p. 29). He recognizes in Monsieur Eiffel a poet and 
philosopher, a kindred spirit. Back home Albert becomes obsessed with 
his work, using it as a means to escape from the demands of his wife. 
While he paints he croons popular songs: "Night and day, I am the one 
day and night, I'm really a part of me •••• I've got me under my 
skin" (p. 30). Now incapable of considering anyone outside of himself, 
an egocentric Albert is unable to recognize his responsibilities to others. 
A man named Fraser climbs the bridge to commit suicide, and Albert tells 
him "don't procrastinate" (p. 33). (He's holding up Albert's work.) 
Fraser wants to kill himself because "the shell of human existence 
is filling out, expanding, and it's going to go bang" (p. 32). Fraser, 
like Albert, wants to escape from people. He also wishes to escape from 
the chaos of existence. When he sees the world from a distance, quiet 
and ordered, Fraser concludes "the idea of society is just about tenable" 
(p. 34). He doesn't find it necessary to jump. 
Then the city officials meet again and decide that their original 
plan was a mistake, because three-quarters of the bridge is "in a condi-
tion ranging from the sub-standard to the decrepit" (p. 35). They decide 
to have the bridge painted in one day by eighteen-hundred painters. 
Albert's name does not enter into their discussion; to them he is only 
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a paid functionary. Albert, rushing to complete the bridge, hardly no-
tices when his wife leaves with the baby. He finds Fraser again threaten-
ing suicide. Again Fraser's confidence is "restored, by perspective" 
(p. 39). They both hear the sound of eighteen-hundred marching men, 
whistling "Colonel Bogey." Albert says, "Eighteen hundred men--f1ung 
against me by a mad man! Was I so important?" (p. 40). It is his lack 
of importance in the scheme of things which causes his death. Ironically 
he is unable to get away from people, who ultimately cause his death. 
Gabriele Scott Robinson says, "Albert's bridge is ••• a false refuge 
from life •••• ,,78 A cracking and wrenching sound is heard and the 
bridge collapses, a symbolic fulfillment of Fraser's prediction. Albert's 
attempt to remove himself from society ends in his destruction. He, like 
Gladys Jenkins and John Brown, has sought to escape from the chaos of life 
in a purposeless world and has ultimately been unsuccessful. 
Anderson of Professional Foul (1977) and Alexander of Every Good 
Boy Deserves Favor (1977) succeed, where Albert has failed, in overcoming 
the senselessness of life. These plays are similar in theme, but treat 
the themes very differently. Professional Foul is a conventional tele-
vision drama while Every Good Boy Deserves Favor is a highly successful 
experimental play involving a symphony orchestra. Both deal with the 
struggle against repression in communist countries. 
The protagonists in these plays have chosen similar strategies for 
contending with the world of totalitarianism. Like George Moore of 
Jumpers, Anderson of Professional Foul is involved in philosophic specula-
tion. He risks his personal safety to put his ethical beliefs into 
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practice. Also like George Moore, Alexander of Every Good Boy Deserves 
Favor clings to an unpopular position. He is willing to face death for 
his beliefs. Both Anderson and Alexander actively struggle against a 
meaningless world, more than any of the characters in the plays dis.cusse.d 
in Chapter Three of this thesis. 
Stoppard wrote Professional Foul to mark Amnesty International's 
"Prisoner of Conscience Year" (1977). A Czechoslovakian playwright, 
Vac1av Havel, had been arrested for attempting to present a document to 
the government protesting the violation of human rights in Czechoslovakia, 
(incidentally Stoppard's birthplace). The play is dedicated to him.79 
It is a suspenseful television drama with very little of Stoppard's usual 
comedy. 
Two English professors of philosophy en route to Prague to attend a 
colloquium meet on an airplane. They discuss their work and one of them, 
Anderson, expresses concern about the "rather dubious things happening in 
Czechoslovakia. Ethically." 80 (Both are professors of ethics.) Anderson 
admits to having a secret motive for coming to Prague at this time. He's 
"being a tiny bit naughty •••• Unethica1" (p. 46-47). His expenses are 
being paid by the Czech government and he later reveals his primary pur-
pose in attending the colloquium is to attend a championship soccer game. 
When a former student of Anderson's, who supports himself and his 
family by cleaning lavatories, asks Anderson to take his thesis out of 
the country for publication, Anderson's excuse for refusing is that "I 
cannot in all conscience start smuggling •••• It's just not ethical" 
(p. 56). (The student's thesis discusses individual ethics versus 
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collective ethics.) 
It's apparent that Anderson's interest in ethics is only academic. 
Like George Moore of Jumpers, he's engaged in lofty speculation which 
he seems unable to apply to real-life situations. He recognizes the un-
ethical acts of the Czechoslovakian government, he jokingly admits to 
acting unethically himself, but ironically when presented with an oppor-
tunity to act in protest of unethical acts, he uses ethics to justify re-
fusal. 
Scenes from the colloquium are interspersed with other scenes through-
out the play, giving Stoppardopportunities to state his views more di-
rectly. A further irony occurs when Anderson rises to leave the lecture 
hall at the conclusion of a speech and is recognized as wishing to ask a 
question. He offers general comments on the importance of language, con-
cluding that "the important truths are simple and monolithic. The essen-
tials of a given situation speak for themselves, and language is as cap-
able of obscuring the truth as of revealing it" (p. 63). He himself has 
been guilty of using language to obscure the truth that Hollar, his for-
mer student, wishes to make known. 
When Anderson attempts to return Hollar's thesis, which he had kept 
temporarily because Hollar had been afraid of being searched, he is 
startled to learn that Hollar has been arrested on a trumped-up currency 
violation charge. In an extreme irony the police force Anderson to re-
main at the Hollar apartment as a witness in accordance with Czechoslo-
vakian law, while Hollar's apartment is searched. Their concern with 
Hollar's right to have a witness is at variance with their act of 
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concealing a package of American money in Hollar's apartment so that they 
can have an excuse to charge Hollar with a crime. As a result of being de-
tained, Anderson misses the game he came to Prague to see, although he 
hears it on the radio. 
Later at dinner a colleague, McKendrick, explains his area of re-
search, which he calls "the catastrophe theory." It is "a model of the 
sort of behavior we find in the real world. There's a point--the cata-
strophe point--where your progress along one line of behavior jumps you 
into the opposite line: the [moral] principle reverses itself at the 
point where a rational man would abandon it" (p. 78). (HcKendrick has a 
lot in common with Archie Jumper of Jumpers.) Anderson replies angrily, 
"What need have you of moral courage when your principles reverse them-
selves 50 conveniently?" (p. 78). 
Anderson finds the courage he lacked when Hollar first approached 
him and substitutes a new paper for the one he is to present at the col-
loquium, over the objections of the chairman. The ideas he presents are 
obviously Hollar's: 
There is a sense of right and wrong which precedes 
utterance. It is individually experienced and it 
concerns one person's dealings with another person. 
From this experience we have built a system of ethics 
which is the sum of individual acts of recognition 
of individual right. (p. 90) 
Anderson's views are too controversial and his speech is suddenly inter-
rupted by a fire alarm; everyone leaves the hall. 
At the airport his suitcase and briefcase are searched thoroughly. 
A suspicious bulge is revealed to be the girly magazine he picked up on 
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the flight to Prague, which McKendrick had warned him he would not be able 
to bring in since "Marxists are a terrible lot of prudes" (p. 48). Marxist 
opposition to such magazines is ludicrously equated with Marxist opposition 
to the ideas found in Hollar's thesis. McKendrick's suitcase and briefcase 
are searched cursorily, while a third professor is detained for having 
letters critical of the government in his suitcase. On the flight home 
Anderson reveals to a dumbfounded McKendrick that he had put a paper, 
"rather slanderous from the State's point of view," in McKendrick's 
briefcase the previous night when Anderson had helped McKendrick to his 
room after a drinking party (p. 93). He tells McKendrick, "I'm afraid I 
reversed a principle" (p. 93). He seems content with his rather unethical 
resolution of the quandary he faced: the conflict between his ethical 
beliefs and the need for action against a totalitarian regime which doesn't 
hesitate to use unethical means against its opposition. He sacrifices 
some of his ethics for a higher ethics. 
Stoppard uses the soccer match in Professional Foul to parallel the 
political situation in Czechoslovakia and Anderson's crisis. During the 
game a player receives a penalty for committing a deliberate foul in order 
to stop the other team from scoring. He intentionally breaks the rules 
and commits a "professional foul," which slows the momentum of the game. 
The Czechoslovakian government "breaks the rules" by such acts as planting 
American money in Hollar's apartment, as does Anderson, both by bringing 
Hollar's thesis out of the country, and by involving McKendrick without 
his knowing. As Stoppard has Anderson say at the end of the play, "Ethics 
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is a very complicated business" (p. 93). 
Ethics is a system governing behavior which grows out of the individ-
ual rights of human beings, rights which can be obscured and subverted by 
means of language. This is the error of totalitarian governments which 
insist on collective rights over individual rights. Anderson has taken 
direct action against such governments in an effort to spread the truths 
stated in Hollar's paper. Victor Cahn states that "more than any other 
Stoppard protagonist Anderson surmounts his world.,,81 His is the most 
successful strategy for contending with the absurd world. 
The themes of Professional Foul which are related to human rights are 
also found in Every Good Boy Deserves Favor, " ••• a work consisting of 
words and music • • • incomplete without the score composed by its co-
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author Andre Previn." The title is the mneumonic device used by child-
ren to remember the five notes on the lines of the G clef. A symphony 
orchestra on stage plays an important role in the action of the play. 
It serves to amplify the fantasy of the madman and also reinforces the 
concept of mind-control. At times it mimes playing when it exists in the 
mind of a madman, and at times it is fully audible. Previn had commis-
sioned Stoppard to write a play using a full orchestra on stage but it 
was not until Stoppard met a Russian dissident who had spent five years in 
the Soviet prison-hospital system that he was able to work out Previn's 
proposal. Oleg Kerensky calls Every Good Boy Deserves Favor "an extra-
ordinary but effective mixture--hilarious farce and moving political 
83 drama." 
Alexander, a political prisoner, shares a cell in a mental hospital 
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with Ivanov, a mental patient. Alexander has been arrested for doing 
something "really crazy," writing letters protesting the practice in the 
Soviet Union of putting sane political prisoners into mental hospitals 
(p. 24). Ivanov has been hospitalized because he imagines he hears an 
orchestra, which he conducts and with which he plays the triangle (while 
the orchestra on stage mimes playing). To complicate matters further, the 
doctor who treats them both plays the violin in an orchestra. (The audi-
ence sees him move between his place in the orchestra and his office, and 
sees him playing with the orchestra.) He tells Ivanov, while slapping the 
violin on his desk, "We cannot make progress until we agree that there is 
no orchestra" (p. 21). The unfortunate Ivanov is understandably confused. 
The doctor tells Alexander that he is in a mental hospital because he has 
delusions that sane people are put in mental hospitals. Alexander is 
caught in a Catch-22 situation. 
In the play Stoppard takes some good-natured jabs at musicians: 
Doctor: Yes, if everybody in the world played 
a violin, I'd be out of a job. 
Alexander: As a psychiatrist? 
Doctor: No, as a violinist. The psychiatric hospitals 
would be packed to the doors. You obviously 
don't know much about musicians. (p. 26) 
After going on a hunger strike, Alexander is offered an opportunity 
to admit he's cured so that he can be released. (He's become an embar-
rassment to the authorities.) He refuses, however, and describes his 
treatment in a long monologue: 
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There are bars on the windows • . • and the lights burn 
all night the male nurses are convicted 
criminals • • • they beat and humiliate the patients 
and steal their food •••• 1 was given injections ••• 
which caused swellings, cramps • • • loss of various 
abilities. .1 was stripped and bound ••• with. 
wet canvas ••• until I lost consciousness. They did 
this • • • for ten days • • • still my condition did not 
improve. (p.29) 
The doctor says, "I'm beginning to think you're off your head" (p. 30). 
The incongruity of his statement and Alexander's about his condition is 
an example of what Ronald Hayman calls Stoppard's use of "farce to expose 
some of the absurdities in the equation of dissidence with insanity.,,84 
The doctor's well-worn excuse for Alexander's treatment is "it's not me! 
I'm told what to do" (p. 31). 
Sacha, Alexander's son, is the means by which the hospital author i-
ties hope to get Alexander to "recant and show gratitude for the treatment" 
(p. 28). He is shown at school being indoctrinated by his teacher while 
being taught to play the triangle, the instrument Ivanov plays. Stoppard 
implies that Ivanov's illness could be caused by such indoctrination: the 
requirement to conform in Soviet society. The doctor tells Alexander 
about Sacha, while plucking the violin EGBDF, "He's a good boy. He de-
serves a father" (p. 29). When persuasion fails, the doctor threatens to 
send for Sacha. He has discovered that Alexander doesn't want his son 
to come to the prison. 
By mistake Sacha is sent to visit Ivanov. (Alexander and Ivanov 
are both named Alexander Ivanov.) He is frightened by Ivanov's ravings. 
Ivanov shouts "A line must be drawn!" (p. 34). Stoppard uses a madman to 
underscore the only possible reaction to Soviet oppression. 
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Sacha, a naive child, only wants his father to be free. He sings to 
him, as he moves around the orchestra platform, "Papa, don't be rigid! 
Be brave and tell them lies~" (p. 35). The indoctrination he has re-
ceived is taking effect. Alexander, preparing to die, tells his son, "I 
kiss you now, adieu. There was nothing else to do" (p. 36). He has 
drawn the line. 
But the doctor won't allow Alexander to be a martyr, saying, "He'd 
rather die than admit he's cured? This is madness, and it's not allowed!" 
(p. 36). Both Ivanov and Alexander are questioned by the Colonel in 
charge of the hospital (earlier identified ironically as a Doctor of 
Philology, specializing in semantics). He confuses the two deliberately 
and so receives the answers he is after. Ivanov's answer to the question 
"Would a Soviet doctor put a sane man into a lunatic asylum, in your 
opinion?" is "I shouldn't think 80" (pp. 36-37). Alexander's answer to 
"Do you hear music of any kind?" is, of course, "No" (p. 37). The men 
are released. In the distorted world of the Soviet Union a madman is re-
leased to save the authorities from embarrassment. 
Victor Cahn says that Alexander relents and offers identical answers 
to the same questions asked of Ivanov. He also says that four characters, 
(Alexander, Ivanov, Doctor, and Colonel), join the orchestra at the end 
of the play. These are inaccurate conclusions, since the questions asked 
of each man are different, and the Colonel exits at the end. Cahn's view 
that Alexander capitulates at the end since he does not speak against in-
justice is only partly correct. 85 Alexander never admits to being cured. 
He forces the authorities to capitulate to the extent that he is released 
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and reunited with his son. In the finale the teacher, the doctor, and 
Ivanov all move into the orchestra, playing their instruments, while Sacha 
and Alexander walk through it. Sacha sings "Everything can be all right!" 
while Alexander tries to interrupt him (p. 37). Sacha remains unaware of 
the sacrifices his father has made and the reasons for them. 
Cahn states that Every Good Boy Deserves Favor is "as openly passion-
ate and full of rage as anything Stoppard has ever written, as he seems 
to be tossing aside that intellectual detachment so long intrinsic to his 
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work." Alexander is a victim of the arbitrary world of a rigidly regi-
mented state but takes a stand against it at great personal risk. (Sadly, 
his son is a victim in another sense, a victim of the indoctrination he 
has received.) Similarly, Anderson in Professional Foul contends with the 
oppressive world of the totalitarian state by attempting to spread the 
truth of its evil. At the end they are not the ridiculous figures we 
have come to expect in Stoppard's plays but figures who have in some 
measure found meaning in life. 
Dirty Linen and New-Found-Land (1976) and After Magritte (1970) 
are pure farces, without the profound thought that is woven into Stop-
pard's other plays, such as Professional Foul and Every Good Boy Deserves 
Favor. Olga Kerensky calls Stoppard's Dirty Linen "arguably the funniest 
of all his works • • • a plea for sexual freedom and an attack on news-
87 paper hounding of public men for their private lives." Stoppard also 
satirizes public figures who are ineffectual in dealing with crisis. 
After Magritte has even less to say than Dirty Linen but it succeeds ad-
mirably as entertainment. 
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In Dirty Linen members of Parliament attempt to cover up their love 
affairs, until the woman involved convinces them that such a cover-up is 
unnecessary. She uses common sense to contend with the unpredictable 
world of British politics, when the politicians themselves are unable to 
agree on a solution. 
Actually two plays interwoven and inseparable, Dirty Linen and New-
Found-Land were written to mark the American bicentennial and the English 
naturalization of an American director, Ed Berman. The setting for both 
plays is a committee room for House of Commons business in the tower of 
Big Ben, allowing opportunities for the sound of Big Ben striking every 
quarter hour to interrupt the hilarious proceedings. 
A committee meets to investigate newspaper allegations of immorality 
among members of Parliament. Maddie Gotobed, the secretary, arrives before 
the committee members; her name reveals her character. She wears very 
little clothing and much of what she wears drops from her during the 
course of the play. In the opening scene she slips on a pair of French 
knickers which Stoppard specifies "ought to be remembered for their 
1 ,,88 (H hi· h d 1 i) co or . . . e suggests w te w~t re ace tr m. • 
Two of the committee members stroll in. In pompous tones they ad-
dress each other at length in foreign language cliches: 
Cocklebury-Smythe (entering): Toujours la politesse. 
McTeazle (closing the door): Noblesse oblige •••• 
(They doff their bowler hats and attempt to put them on 
the same peg.) 
Mea culpa. (Courteously.) 
Cocklebury-Smythe: Apres vous •••• (He opens the 
Daily Mail.) Quell dommage. 
McTeazle (sitting down): Le mot juste. 
Cocklebury-Smythe: C'est la vie. Che sera sera. (pp. 1-2) 
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Each hands French knickers to Maddie when the other is not looking, which 
she places in her desk drawer. When Cocklebury-Smythe sees a picture of 
a pin-up in the paper he expresses his approval with "a wordless noise 
appropriate to male approval of female pulchritude . ••• Strewth!" 
(pp. 2-3). At the same time Maddie bends over, displaying cleavage. The 
moment is marked with "a momentary freeze on stage, and • • • a flash of 
light • .. " (p. 3). Similar revealing moments occur throughout the play. 
When Maddie is told individually by Cocklebury-Smythe and McTeazle 
to forget their meetings of the previous weekend, she recites alliterative 
tongue twisters to remember what to forget. In a stage direction Stoppard 
stresses that Maddie's "whole atti tude in the play is one of innocent, 
eager willingness to please" (p. 9). She recites: "Not with Cockie at 
Claridges, Coq d'Or, Crockford's. Never at Claridges, Coq d'Or, Crock-
ford's with Cocki~' (p. 9). 
Other committee members arrive and pretend that they don't know Mad-
die, although it becomes clear that all are having affairs with her. A 
long and elaborate reading and amending of the proposed report follows, 
with Maddie taking dictation laboriously. It becomes obvious that Maddie 
did not get promoted from the typing pool because of her secretarial 
skills. While she takes dictation, she doesn't hesitate to give her opin-
ions, saying, "You should tell them to mind their own business" (p. 20). 
The only member not involved with Maddie, French, arrives late. He 
calls attention to a news story which reports that a member of the commit-
tee had a tete-a-tete with the mystery woman involved with members of 
Parliament, "a staggeringly voluptuous, titian-haired green eyed 
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beauty ••• " (p. 14). His suggestion that the committee call witnesses 
moves each member to attempt to explain where he spent the weekend, with 
the result being that each deliberately covers up for the others by ad-
mitting to being with a voluptuous woman at the restaurant in question. 
Maddie, angered by this, discloses that she is the mystery woman, where-
upon French reaches for her; her blouse comes off in his hand. (She has 
already lost a skirt and slip in a similar fashion to other committee 
members.) The meeting is adjourned for ten minutes and Maddie and French 
leave together. At this point the other play begins. 
New-Found-Land is very brief. Two men, members of a committee, 
meet to discuss the possible naturalization of an American. Bernard, 
the old man, is very deaf, asking, "What was that?" when Big Ben 
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strikes? Like Henry Carr of Travesties, he indulges in reminiscences 
to find meaning in life. The one great experience of his life was 
meeting Lloyd George as a young man and winning a five pound note from 
him in a bet, a note he still carries and shows to anyone who will listen 
to his story. 
Arthur, a young man who obviously has heard the story many times, 
brings Bernard back to the present by reminding him of the American they 
are considering for naturalization. Arthur extols America in "a parody 
f I ,,90 • 0 every corny trave ogue. • • • His first line, "My America--
my new-found-Iand:", is an allusion to John Donne's poem "To His Mistress 
on Going to Bed" (p. 43). Stoppard apparently wishes to remind the 
audience of Donne's healthy enthusiasm for sex that the poem expresses, 
an enthusiasm shared by Maddie Gotobed. 
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Arthur goes on about America as if he were "booked on the Silver 
Chief •••• The train burst Alabama-bound into the blinding flatlands 
where cotton is king •••• Ten thousand head of cattle on the hoof •••• 
Snowcapped mountains • • • to an endless expanse of blue, flecked with 
cheerful whitecaps" (pp. 45-48). Bernard periodically awakens and dozes 
off again. Arthur is brought down to earth when the members of the 
Committee on Moral Standards reenter. He says, "I think you got the 
wrong room, buster" (p. 48). 
The conclusion of Dirty Linen begins with a disagreement between the 
two committees on possession of t~e room. The Home Secretary, who has 
joined Bernard and Arthur, is about to pull rank and claim the room when 
Maddie enters and recognizes him. He leaves abruptly after quickly 
approving the naturalization, saying, "One more American can't make any 
difference" (p. 52). Stoppard indulges in irony in having an American 
seek English citizenship when originally Englishmen went to America, seek-
ing a new homeland. 
The Committee on Moral Standards reconvenes. French reveals he has 
changed his mind during the break. As he puts it, "Not since Dunkirk 
have so many people been in the same boat, proportionately speaking" 
(p. 53). It is obvious that he has been seduced by Maddie. He presents 
a new report he has drafted with Maddie's help. It is very brief and to 
the point: "What [Members of Parliament] choose to do in their own 
time and with whom is ••• between them and their conscience" (p. 54). 
All are eager to vote for the report except for Withenshaw, the chair-
man, who has been hoping to earn a life peerage out of the proceedings, 
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by finding as the Prime Minister requests, that there has been no "scan-
dalous conduct above the national average ••• " (p. 15). At the conclu-
sion, French reaches for a handkerchief to wipe his brow. It is Maddie's 
French knickers which we saw her put on in the opening scene. The play 
closes with the striking of Big Ben. 
The committee has completed its business with the help of a young 
woman whose strategy is to rely on her instincts to get along in the world 
of British politics. She is the most appealing character, the only one 
who is completely natural. Stoppard seems to view her amorality as per-
fectly acceptable and in fact preferable to the prudery and hypocrisy of 
those who would criticize the private lives of public officials, and pre-
ferable to the views of public servants who hypocritically pretend a 
morality that they do not practice. 
An even more bizarre farce than Dirty Linen, After Magritte expresses 
the idea that appearances are seldom what they seem. It opens with a 
tableau of strangely dressed people behaving in an incomprehensible man-
ner. The scene is to be frozen for a few minutes, suggesting that it 
might represent a surrealistic painting in the style of Magritte, ("after 
Magritte") whom Victor Cahn calls "the quintessential surrealist 
painter .,,91 The surrealists looked to the unconscious to create new 
objects, making combinations that seem to be irrational and unexplainable. 
A similar tableau is seen at the end of the play but then all the strange 
behavior can be seen to be perfectly logical, something which can never 
be true of pure surrealism. 
When the play opens, the audience sees Bother. lying on an ironing 
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board, covered by a towel, wearing a black swimming cap, balancing a 
bowler hat on her stomach, propping her foot against the flat of an 
iron. Thelma in a white ball gown, hair done up elaborately, crawls 
on the floor, sniffing, while Harris, barechested, wearing fishing 
waders over black dress trousers, stands on a chair and blows up into 
the shade of the light fixture, which is counterweighted by a basket of 
fruit. The furniture is stacked against the wall and Police Constable 
Holmes stares through the window. His report of the strange goings-on 
brings Inspector Foot to the Harris home. 
As the play unfolds, the strange behavior seen at its opening is 
explained. Harris and Thelma are professional dancers, who have been 
having a last-minute rehearsal for a performance later in the evening. 
Mother is waiting for a massage before she has her bath. Harris has been 
changing a light bulb in the bathroom, and wishes to use the light bulb 
from the living room fixture. Thelma, with a bad cold, is about to 
iron Harris' shirt, but first she must find her shoes. Earlier in the 
day, the counterweight for the lamp fell and broke. As Harris says, 
"There is obviously a perfectly logical reason for everything.,,92 
Inspector Foot of the Yard arrives on the scene after the furniture 
has been replaced, and all appears normal again. Yet he asks, "What is 
the meaning of this bizarre spectacle?" (p. 82). A rather hysterical 
type, Foot believes that Harris is a suspect in a robbery because he 
was at the scene of a crime reported to him by an elderly lady. "You 
are up to your neck in the Crippled Minstrel Caper!" he cries (p. 91). 
The crime only exists in his fevered imagination, however. In reality 
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Harris had taken Mother to a Magritte exhibition. She plays the tuba 
and is interested in Magritte because he features tubas in some of his 
paintings, ". tubas on fire, tubas stuck to lions and naked wo~en, 
tubas hanging in the sky" (p. 95). 
Foot becomes involved in a family quarrel. All three members of the 
family, after leaving the exhibition earlier in the day, had observed a 
mysterious individual. Each has a different version of the same incident, 
as Stoppard demonstrates the difficulty of interpreting experience accur-
ately. In attempting to find a logical explanation for what they saw, the 
characters project their own interests on the basis of limited informa-
tion. 
Thelma saw a one-legged football player, wearing a striped shirt, 
lathered with shaving cream, and carrying an ivory cane. Harris saw a 
blind old man wearing pajamas, carrying a tortoise, and brandishing a 
white stick. Mother saw a man playing hopscotch, wearing a striped pri-
soner's suit, carrying a handbag, and his face partly obscured by a sur-
gical mask. Foot reveals unwittingly in response to Mother's questions 
that he was the mysterious man seen by all three and the elderly lady. 
While shaving, he ran out to move his car, which was illegally parked. 
He carried his wife's handbag because he needed change, and a parasol 
because of rain. In his haste he put both feet in one pajama leg. 
Foot's description of himself is almost as ridiculous as those of 
Thelma, Harris and Mother. His conclusion is, "I can tell you it's just 
been one bitch of a day" (p. 104). He says to the hapless constable, 
"I think you owe us all an explanation" (p. 105). Stoppard has supplied 
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it. As the light fixture on stage is turned off and on, Stoppard first 
mystifies his audience and only later illuminates the actions of his 
characters. 
The final tableau is even more ridiculous than the first, but it is 
all entirely logical. Harris stands on one leg, wearing Thelma's dress, 
with his eyes covered and counting. Thelma, in underwear, crawls on the 
floor. Mother stands on one leg, playing her tuba, wearing a sock on one 
hand. Foot, with one foot bare, wearing sunglasses, eats a banana. The 
fruit basket ascends slowly, while the light fixture descends. 
Harris is attempting to prove that a blind man can stand on one leg 
for more than a few seconds. Thelma is hemming her dress, but has 
dropped her needle. Mother, her foot burned when someone plugged in the 
iron, has been removing a hot light bulb. Foot, suffering from a migraine 
headache, eats a banana which is supposed to be good for headaches. 
Julian Gitzen believes that it is "a measure of Stoppard's skill that 
the unfolding of events has prepared the audience to accept what could 
only appear an incredible scene to someone happening suddenly upon it.,,93 
For ever detail, Stoppard has provided an explanation. But John Russell 
Taylor notes that in Stoppard's works "there is always a dangerous tendency 
for them to confine • • • their ideas too rigidly to a pre-arranged pat-
tern, to rule out those elements of the arbitrary and the accidental which 
give life to the drama.,,94 Attention to structure at the expense of 
ideas marks this as one of Stoppard's less notable achievements. Neverthe-
less, as ingeniously constructed light entertainment, After Magritte 
succeeds to a great extent. 
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What appears to be absurd is explained in rational terms, as a part 
of the whole meaning of the play. But the explanations are as ridiculous 
as the behavior. Nevertheless, the characters and the audience look for 
explanations and Stoppard provides them. In the same way, we provide ex-
planations for the absurdities of life in an attempt to give meaning 
where there is none. 
In this play Stoppard forces the audience to adopt strategies to give 
meaning to what appears to be illogical, reversing his usual procedure. 
In addition, all mysteries are dispelled in After Magritte, unlike Stop-
pard's other plays where the characters fail to find satisfactory answers. 
In these two ways, After Magritte runs counter to the usual Stoppard play. 
As in After Magritte, structure is an important element in the radio 
play Artist Descending ~ Staircase (1972). In it Stoppard examines 
theories about art, the role of the artist and the place of art in society, 
ideas he developed more fully later in Travesties. Eric Salmon calls 
Artist Descending A Staircase "a short but very significant play.,,9S 
The title is an obvious reference to the controversial painting by 
Marcel Duchamp, Nude Descending ~ Staircase, exhibited in 1913. Duchamp 
combined "cubist structure with ideas from sequence photography in a kind 
of mechanization of the human form.,,96 The painting caused an uproar in 
the art world among conservative critics and a public not ready for 
Duchamp's unusual approach. Stoppard uses Duchamp's name for two of his 
three main characters, Martello and Beauchamp. Like Duchamp, Martello, 
Beauchamp, and Donner are artists who spend their lives experimenting with 
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various art forms: " ••• symbolism, surrealism, imagism, vorticism, 
fauvism, cubism--dada, drip-action, hard-edge, pop, found objects and 
97 post-objects." This list of artistic styles suggests a downhill drift, 
a "descent" from the more' significant to the less significant. As the 
artists fail to find meaning in life, their art becomes futile. 
Artist Descending a Staircase has a complex structure. As a radio 
play, its structure presents problems for the reading audience. Made 
up of eleven short scenes, the play moves from the present, just after 
Donner's death, to the past and back full circle to the present again. 
The pivotal scene is the sixth one, set in 1914. In this scene, the 
three young artists take a walking tour of Europe. Beauchamp says, "When 
we are old and doddery and famous and life is given over to retrospection 
and retrospectives, this is as far back as I want memory to go" (p. 104). 
In the opening and closing scenes of the play the artists are shown as old 
men, without the success they anticipated when they were young. 
They do, however, spend much time in retrospection, as does Henry 
Carr of Travesties. Lifelong friends, they reminisce about their youth, 
about Europe in 1914 and the formative experience of their lives. And 
like Henry Carr they reminisce inaccurately. Donner as an old man says 
about his 1914 experience, "That was about the last really good time we 
had" (p. 89). In reality he spent that time swatting at flies and mos-
qui toes and regretting that he had come. (Ironically his death is prob-
ably caused when he swats at a fly and loses his balance.) Beauchamp 
(riding a horse while his friends walked) spent his time making "inde-
fensible statements about art": "Art should never conform •••• Art has 
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nothing to do with expertise" (p. 104). Martello assured them all with 
the supreme confidence of youth that there would be no war because his 
uncle in the War Office said so, in spite of the fact that they see 
troops and field guns. Each goes his own way, unaware of the war unfold-
ing around him. In the same way the three artists pursue their own 
methods of art; they take "excursions" in forms of art which don't 
illuminate. 
It was the war, according to Donner, which turned them all in the 
direction of the "dislocated anti-art of lost faith" (p. 89). Beauchamp 
spends his life recording sounds, "trying to liberate the visual image 
from the limitations of visual art" (p. 98). Martello's art is meta-
phorical; he constructs "a beautiful woman as described in the.Song of 
Solomon," with ripe corn for hair and pearls for teeth (p. 109). Donner 
creates ceramic food, but is unable to "justify a work of art to a man 
with an empty belly" (p. 87). He turns to edible art and creates the 
figure of a woman out of sugar, some of which Martello tries to scrape 
off for his coffee: 
Donner: That's it--help yourself to sugar. 
Martello! I'm not getting any. She's set too hard. 
Donner: Knock off one of her nipples. 
Martello: I'd need a chisel. 
Donner: Wait a minute. I'll tilt her over. Get the breast 
into your cup, and I'll stir her around a bit. 
Martello: What a ridiculous business. How am I going to 
sprinkle her on my cornflakes? (p. 87) 
Stoppard is spoofing some of the zany detours modern art has taken. The 
idea of edible art is ridiculous, especially in a world where many people 
go hungry. All three artists pursue forms of art which lead nowhere. 
81 
But shortly before his death, Donner, having left behind "that child's 
garden of easy victories known as the avant garde," is "engaged in the 
infinitely more difficult task of painting what the eye sees" (p. 81). 
Now bitter and reclusive, he is struggling to express his understanding 
of reality in the form of a painting of Sophie, the woman he once loved. 
As a young woman, she had expressed an interest in the same kind of art, 
telling him, "I hope you will paint beauty, Mr. Donner, and the subtlest 
beauty is in nature" (p. 103). Once again Donner does not succeed; he is 
not painting from life. 
The love all three artists feel for Sophie is central to the play. 
She becomes Beauchamp's mistress in 1920, believing that he is the man 
she fell in love with shortly before going blind. (Hayman points out that 
blind characters are very helpful in radio plays, since they, like the 
audience, need to be kept informed.)98 Sophie identified Beauchamp by 
the picture he stood before at an exhibit, "a border fence in the snow" 
(p. 103). When he leaves her, she kills herself rather than become 
dependent on Donner, who wishes to take care of her. Tragically, she 
may have loved Donner, for as Martello reminds him when they are old men, 
his painting of fence posts against a dark sky could have been the one 
Sophie identified with the man she loved. Donner is devastated by the 
possibility. A week later he dies from a fall. 
The sound of Donner's fall is recorded on one of Beauchamp's tapes, 
ironically by Donner himself who has been asked by Beauchamp to "record 
a clean loop" (p. 115). It is heard in the opening scene of the play, 
and a similar passage is heard at the closing (a droning sound, footsteps, 
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a voice saying !lah, there you are," a thump), this time with Beauchamp's 
voice as he swats a fly. But earlier Beauchamp and Martello accuse each 
other of pushing Donner down the stairs, because of the ambiguous evi-
dence on the tape. They misinterpret what they hear just as Sophie may 
have misinterpreted what she saw just before she lost her eyesight. 
Stoppard is demonstrating the impossibility of knowing the truth for 
certain. Stoppard uses the mystery of Donner's death "to show that 
experience is inseparable from interpretation and that interpretation is 
liable to be grotesquely inaccurate.,,99 Sophie's possible misinterpre-
tation of what she saw may have ruined two lives, and the misinterpreta-
tion of the two artists makes it impossible to know the truth about Don-
ner's death. He may even have committed suicide as Eric Salmon suggests, 
but that is un1ike1y.100 The words on the tape do not sound like the 
words of a man about to kill himself. 
The loop of tape which records the sounds of Donner's death also re-
veals the futility of the existence of the three artists who, in the 
pursuit of fads are caught up in form without substance. Beauchamp says, 
"I know that in this loop of tape there is some truth about how we 
live ••• " (p. 115). The sounds he hears have no significance, just as 
his life and the lives of Donner and Martello have no significance. 
Where Are They Now? (1970) is a radio play about a school reunion. 
The men who gather to reminisce are like most Englishmen who seem to 
forget the horrors of their school days and transform a brutal and 
miserable experience into "happiest days." In imagined experience 
they look for significance, where none exists. 
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Dickens describes the horrors of a boarding school in Nicholas 
Nickleby, but sent his own son to the school he attended. English fiction 
and non-fiction is filled with horror stories about the conditions at 
public schools--Shelley, Thackeray, Kipling, Dickens, Orwell. But the 
schools go on, and parents continue to send their children. The school 
described in Where is probably similar to the one Stoppard attended until 
he was seventeen, where he received an education he described as having 
. . fl h' 101 a negat~ve ~n uence on ~m. 
Most of the former students have pleasant memories of their school 
days. Marks says, "Happiest days of my life. " 102 He remembers 
without rancor receiving "a few thumps with the end of a rope to keep us 
up to scratch" (p. 126). His son is now the recipient of the kind of 
abuse he has forgotten receiving. Jenkins says, "I had a fine time. 
good friends. We all seemed to belong to each other, you know" (p. 131). 
Ironically, he discovers at the end of the evening that he is at the wrong 
reunion. He has shared reminiscences with strangers. His experiences 
were no different from the others, however. All of the old school boys 
wish to obliterate the sad reality of their past school experiences and 
gloss them over to justify the long years they spent in what is shown to 
have been a pointless activity. 
Flashbacks reveal what really occurred. A teacher bullies students: 
"Oh, don't be stupid, boy! I will not tolerate stupid replies" (p. 129). 
In a more recent flashback, Marks' son is viciously beaten by an upper-
classman. Gale is the only man who remembers such unhappy experiences, 
recalling when a teacher "slapped his brother around for five minutes" 
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for forgetting his exercise book (p. 135). Refusing to stand in honor 
of a teacher who has died, he disturbs the proceedings with loud comments 
about him: "All our energy went into ingratiating ourselves and deflect-
ing his sadism onto our friends" (p. 135). "I wish there was a way to 
let small boys know that it really doesn't matter," he says (p. 136). 
He and the other men have successfully made their way in the world in 
spite of an education described by Gale as "the uncomprehending trudge 
through Macbeth • the counted days, the hollow fear of inconsiderable 
matters, the hand raised in b1uff--Sir, sir, me sir!" (p. 136). Inaccur-
ate memory, a strategy used by Henry Carr in Travesties, is the way these 
men conceal from themselves the petty cruelties and deprivations inflicted 
on them when they were young. But Gale remembers incorrectly also. He 
is heard playing with a group of boys in a scene from the past. A stage 
direction says, "It is a day he has forgotten but clearly he was very 
happy" (p. 139). He has forgotten happiness as a child, while his class-
mates have forgotten the cruelties they suffered. Stoppard believes 
memory records what we wish it to record. It is a selective process 
which can be used to justify either success of failure, happiness or 
unhappiness. 
In these short plays Stoppard has presented characters who contend 
with an absurd world in the same ways as the characters in his longer 
plays, but on a smaller scale. They take action against an absurd world, 
they attempt to withdraw from it, or they conceal their insignificance 
through inaccurate memories. Some are surprisingly successful while 
others remain ineffectual and pathetic creatures. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
CONCLUSION 
Stoppard first came to the attention of critics with Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern Are Dead. It remains the work he is best known for and 
exhibits his most characteristic style of writing. His use of a major 
literary work, (in this case Hamlet), as a frame for his own play is a 
device he used again successfully in Travesties, where Oscar Wilde's The 
Importance of Being Earnest, becomes a frame for Stoppard's play, while 
at the same time Stoppard parodies Wilde's play. And also from Rosen-
crantz and Guildenstern came the germ for his other important major 
work, Jumpers. At one point Rosencrantz says, "Shouldn't we be doing 
something--constructive?" Guildenstern replies, "What did you have in 
mind? •• 103 • A short, blunt human pyramid ••• ?" The possibilities 
that this image presented to Stoppard resulted in Jumpers. These three 
plays are indisputably Stoppard's best major works to date. 
Stoppard denies that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern was a breakthrough 
for him after the naturalistic play Enter a Free Man, saying, "One simply 
writes what one is impelled to write at that time, what one wants to 
i h f 1 . ,,104 wr te, w at one ee s one can wr1te. Enter a Free Man (A Walk ~ 
Water) was Stoppard's first play, written at the age of twenty-three, 
after he had been reviewing plays as the second-string critic for The 
105 Bristol Evening World. Stoppard admits a first play is often "the 
sum of all the plays you have seen of a type you can emulate technically 
and have admired." l06 His ability to create fully developed characters and 
relationships is limited and he wisely moved away from this type of drama 
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into his own particular type of comedy. 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Jumpers and Travesties express an 
absurdist view of the world and contain elements of farce inseparable 
from such a view, since man, unable to find meaning in an irrational 
world, is ultimately ridiculous, a farcical character. Yet at the same 
time, Jumpers and Travesties express an optimism in man not found in 
typical absurdist drama, which presents a totally negative view of the 
human situation. In these plays, man is viewed as being able to think 
and reason and create, in his struggle to find meaning in life. For 
this reason Eric Salmon and other critics call these plays "post-Absurd-
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ist." Salmon suggests, as do other critics, that theatrical absurdity 
may have said all there is to say about the human condition, and that it 
is time to move on to a more positive view of man, as Stoppard does. 
Stoppard gives credit to man's humanity, his ability to perceive the 
irrationality of life and to call upon intellectual resources in reacting 
to such a life, resources such as wit, the ability to reason, and the 
capability of responding aesthetically to life. His view of man, 
expressed in the plays studied in this thesis, takes into account the 
complex nature of modern society, of life in a world on the edge of 
chaos. Since most men have only a limited intellectual and emotional 
capacity to deal with such a world, it is not surprising that they often 
fail in the struggle to face it successfully. So it is with Stoppard's 
characters. 
Those of Stoppard's characters who contend less successfully allow 
life to carry them along to its inevitable end, without struggle. They 
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have neither the strength nor the ability to "beard the lion in its den." 
Some do not turn away when opportunities are offered, but choose un-
wisely, as do Moon and Birdboot. Others are locked into a pattern of 
living, like Dotty Moore, Ruth Carson, and Gladys Jenkins, who are women 
living in a man's world, who find some solace in understanding what is 
happening. Some like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern never lose hope that 
things might change; they look forward to "next time." These ineffectual 
characters are swept up in a crushing combination of circumstances. At 
best they tolerate their situations; at worst they are destroyed by them. 
Those of Stoppard's characters who strive against the meaninglessness 
of life cannot, in most cases, be said to overcome its senselessness. Yet 
their willingness to look for meaning in a world which overwhelms them 
gives them some dignity. Henry Carr tries to the best of his limited 
abilities to give his life importance. George Moore struggles to find 
answers to questions that are unanswerable. George Riley seeks meaning 
in illusion. They are not content to sit back but, within the extreme 
limitations of their personalities, they act. 
All of Stoppard's characters attempt to deal with their world and 
succeed or fail according to their ability to meet such a world and 
overcome it. In no sense do they meet life on equal terms. They are, 
after all, inadequate personalities, often one-dimensional figures. 
The fact that they do succeed at all in finding meaning where none exists 
or continue in their bumbling pursuit of some justification for their 
lives reveals that Stoppard has a kind of amused admiration for man. Un-
like so many absurdists, he does not despair for man and his nature. 
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Stoppard's plays bear his unmistakeable stamp. In addition to absurd-
ist and farcical elements, these plays display verbal wit in the form of 
involved puns and the interweaving of literary bits from great writers of 
all periods. For example, Salmon has pointed out that not only does 
Travesties use major portions of The Importance, but the play contains 
oblique references to works of Joyce, Wordsworth, and Tennyson. And in a 
sixteen-line exchange between Gwendolyn and Tzara, Stoppard uses lines 
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the fun of the play while at the same time vastly enriching it, the effect 
being the intermingling of the culture of the past with that of the present 
to create new cultural forms. 
Another aspect of Stoppard's writing is his love of theatrics, result-
ing in a highly original and innovative kind of theatre. He himself has 
admitted about theatre, "I realized quite a long time ago that I was in 
it because of the theatre rather than because of the literature. I like 
theatre, I like showbiz, and that's what I'm true to.,,109 Stoppard makes 
a strong point concerning his interest in theatrics, no doubt because of 
what I believe are unwarranted accusations by some critics that he over-
emphasizes theatrics. Both Jumpers and Travesties exhibit extravagant 
action while at the same time they are carefully structured, another mark 
of Stoppard's best writing. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, an earlier 
play, contains more subdued action and at the same time is more loosely 
structured. 
In addition to the theatrics of his plays, Stoppard poses serious 
questions in them for which answers are not provided. He presents 
89 
several points of view, as in Jumpers where George Moore searches for 
absolute moral values, Archie Jumper is completely amoral and McFee 
turns to orthodox views of the past. All of these characteristics of 
Stoppard's most important work mark him as one of the outstanding young 
playwrights of contemporary theatre. 
Since Travesties was written, Stoppard has turned back to naturalistic 
forms of theatre, and at the same time has drifted towards political and 
social criticism in his plays. He said after Travesties: 
I really have a deep desire not to get involved in that 
kind of play for a long time •••• One's energy as a 
writer is going into theatricality, and that's okay, but 
one doesn't want to do that each- time •••• I'd like to 
write a quiet play.110 
The result has been a diminution in the quality of his work, a tapering 
off from the high point reached earlier. He realizes the dangers in imi-
tating himself and is reluctant to do so, saying, "Jtnnpers and Travesties 
are very similar plays •••• they're so similar that were I to do it a 
111 
third time it would he a bore. "However, Every Good Boy Deserves Favor 
has some characteristics of his earlier plays, such as farce and a highly 
experimental form, showing that Stoppard has not totally divorced himself 
from this kind of work. But its concern with political repression links 
it to his recent, more conventional plays, such as Professional Foul, 
also about political repression, and Night and Day, which_ deals with the 
problems of. the journalistic profession. Both are rather ordinary, yet 
competently done and engrossing plays. The characters in the first two 
contend successfully with the totalitarian world. But in Ruth Carson 
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of Nigh_t and Day we have a character who is a throwback in terms of her 
being unable to operate effectively in her circumstances. Hence she 
retreats into cynicism and meaningless sexuality. Stoppard's treatment 
of the characters has changed somewhat but elements of his earlier plays 
do reoccur. 
In reviewing Stoppard's background, one can easily understand why he 
might have a desire to become committed to social and political concerns, 
outside of the fact that with advancing age comes increased awareness of 
such problems. He was born in Czechoslovakia in 1937, the son of Eugene 
Straussler. The family emigrated to Singapore in 1938 to avoid the Nazi 
occupation of Czechoslovakia, where his father died as a result of the 
Japanese invasion of Singapore. He, his mother, and brother escaped to 
India. After the war his mother married an English soldier, and the 
112 family went to live in England. The experiences of Stoppard's early 
childhood no doubt left a lasting impression on him. 
Stoppard recognizes the effect involvement with_ social and political 
problems has had on his work, saying, "I think that in the future I must 
stop compromising my plays with this whiff of social application. They 
must be entirely untouched by any suspicion of usefulness. I should have 
113 
the courage of my lack of convictions." Unfortunately he has failed 
to take his own advice. 
It may be thatStoppard's best work is behind him. Yet one char-
acteristic of his writing method could indicate that at some future date 
he might return to the style which has become identified with him. He 
has often successfully reworked old ideas into new forms. A Walk ~ 
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Water became Enter ~ Free Man; a one-act verse play became Rosencrantz 
and Gui1denstern Are ~; Another Moon Called Earth became Jumpers; 
Artist Descendin.&~ Staircase became Travesties. He has said, "It's. 
a question of • • • coming across a fruitful situation and coming back to 
. b h' 1 " 114 It ~t ecause one asn t properly teased out its potentia • • 
can be hoped that some of the ideas put forth by Stoppard in earlier 
plays which contain possibilities for further development, as yet 
unrealized, might be developed into longer works, of the highly imaginative, 
intellectually-stimulating type Stoppard does so well. 
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